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Preface
Over recent times there has been much concern and debate about why only a very small
percentage of Aboriginal people are going on to university (kimCouncil, 2010hill ).

After the tough, long four years it has taken to complete this thesis I believe I could supply
most of the answers, but that is a story for another time, or possibly a doctorate?

I have been advised by many people over the long period it has taken to write this thesis
not to say too much about what I personally think about Aboriginal issues. But I am afraid
that is not me. One of the main reasons Aboriginal people are still the most disadvantaged
group in Australia in most areas of disadvantage, is that for historical and cultural reasons
they do not wish to cause offence, so do not speak up. They do not speak up because
even after all these years they still fear the impacts of speaking up on them, their families
and their communities. The problem is if we keep doing the same things in addressing
Aboriginal socio-economic and educational disadvantage we will keep getting the same
poor results.

“Though no-one can go back and make a brand new start, anyone can start
from now and make a brand new end” (Anon).
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ABSTRACT
Aboriginal Education Workers (AEWs) were first introduced to Australian schools in 1974
basically as a feel-good Social Justice response to the 1967 Referendum.

What AEWs do is largely a mystery to all but those who are closely involved with them.
Whether or how much they contribute to improving Aboriginal educational outcomes, until
the writing of this thesis, was also a mystery. What is most puzzling is the fact that their
effectiveness has never been tested. There is no other job I am aware of that would not
have had the effectiveness of its workers tested in some way over a period of thirty-seven
years.

The aim of this research project was to gather perceptions and insights into the
effectiveness of AEWs from those involved most closely with them: students, parents,
principals, teachers and educationalists. To achieve this aim, the study used a mixedmethod research design utilising a survey instrument with ten quantitative Likert-scale
questions and five qualitative questions. Survey feedback from all survey respondents
indicated strongly from their viewpoint and involvement with AEWs, that they make a
significant contribution to improving Aboriginal educational outcomes, particularly in the
areas of student wellbeing and community engagement. Amongst the respondents, fifteen
to twenty-five per cent were undecided on how, or whether AEWs contribute to the
attendance, retention and completion of Aboriginal students, or whether their removal
would affect the outcomes. This reinforces the theory of the mystery, to a significant
number of people, of what AEWs do.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Why is this research project so important? In the words of Yvonne Butler, an Aboriginal
woman who grew up under the Protection Act (NSW Government, 1909)
Education is the greatest single weapon to overcome disadvantage and the
impact of this denial of education affects me and other Indigenous people to this
day. Education is the base upon which society relies, passing on our knowledge
and teachings from one generation to the next (McCormack, 2011).

Much Aboriginal research has been done by many researchers over many years on many
topics. However I believe that the topic of this research project “Do Aboriginal Education
Workers (AEWs) contribute to improving Aboriginal educational outcomes?” is a first
(Millgate, 2009; Partington, 2010). Based on many hours of research over four years I
have developed a firm conviction that both the research topic of this thesis and the roles of
its subjects, Australian AEWs, are unique. This became very clear when I struggled to find
a comparison.

It was the original intention of this thesis to do a comparison of Australian AEWs and a
Canadian equivalent, but it proved a fruitless exercise for a number of reasons.

Firstly, the literature would tend to indicate that Aboriginal Canadian School assistants
work mainly if not completely in majority Aboriginal schools. Australian AEWs work in
schools where Aboriginal students are virtually always in the minority as are they
themselves amongst the staff.
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Secondly, as it appears that Aboriginal Canadian School assistants work in schools where
both they and their Aboriginal students are in the majority it is logical they would not suffer
the same stresses and racism within the school environment. Also because it is an
Aboriginal school they wouldn’t have to deal on a daily basis with a child’s identity crises
and cultural wellbeing issues because they are working virtually in an all-Aboriginal
environment. Australian AEWs on the other hand deal with these issues on a daily basis
especially in large semi-metropolitan and metropolitan schools

After an extensive literature search I was unable to find a comparable instance of an
Aboriginal teacher’s assistant working in a mainstream school environment solely with
their own small cohort of Aboriginal students. There may be Aboriginal teachers working in
mainstream schools across the world, but it is my belief that would be just as a teacher,
not an Aboriginal teacher whose sole duty is to a small cohort of Aboriginal students. All of
the aforesaid leads me to believe the official and unofficial roles and circumstance of
Australian AEWs working as a small minority with a small minority of students from the
same culture in large mainstream schools is unique.

Taking into account all the aforesaid, developing both a methodology and survey
instruments to investigate the research question, “Do Aboriginal Education Workers
(AEWs) contribute to improving Aboriginal educational outcomes?” was a huge challenge.

Basing an AEW’s performance solely on students test results, such as National
Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN), is as flawed a concept as basing
teacher performance on the same criteria (Leigh, 2010; "Teacher quality makes little
difference, study shows ", 2009). There are many aspects of all students’ lives, including
Aboriginal students, that contribute to their having good educational outcomes (Lewis,
2011). In the case of Aboriginal students, these areas are mainly to do with student
19

wellbeing, and their pastoral and cultural care. That is why it was so important to include
these elements in both the quantitative and qualitative research survey instrument.

Note on terminology
Culturally, I have issues with the word Indigenous, as do many other Aboriginal & Torres
Strait Islander people so, unless in its context it is unavoidable throughout this thesis, the
word Aboriginal is used. In the context of this thesis the word Aboriginal is also inclusive of
Torres Strait Islander people.

Before reading the main body of this thesis it is important firstly to understand its rationale,
aims, background, significance, limitations and my research position on this project.

Rationale for the research
I chose the focus of this thesis “Do Aboriginal Education Workers (AEWs) contribute to
improving Aboriginal educational outcomes?” for four reasons.

Firstly, I wanted to demonstrate, in the bigger picture of a whole school with a number of
Aboriginal students, that having a skilled AEW in a school is as valuable and as important
as having an Aboriginal teacher in a school. An Aboriginal teacher can set an example to
all students of motivation, aspiration and dedication (Mandela, n.d.). Their presence also
greatly impacts in a positive way on all school staff and students (Behrendt, 2009).
However, because of their teaching workload they are unable to take on the wellbeing and
pastoral care needs of all Aboriginal students in that school. They also do not have time to
make all the essential connections with all the Aboriginal parents and community of that
20

school, or in some way assist in all the classes that may have Aboriginal students who
need assistance (Reid, 2006-2008).

I wanted to explore the possibility that an AEW on the other hand does not have a
teaching load so can timetable the wellbeing and pastoral care needs of all the Aboriginal
students as well as building relationships and partnerships with parents and community (M
Winkler, 2006). They can also timetable classroom assistance for those students in most
need as well as provide assistance to various teachers needing assistance with Aboriginal
perspectives (Mandela, n.d.).

Secondly, although AEWs have been in classrooms since 1974 there has been no
research to find out if they have had any impact on improving Aboriginal educational
outcomes. Why this had not occurred puzzled a number of researchers as well as me
greatly (MacGill, 2008; Millgate, 2009; Partington, 2010)

Thirdly, AEWs’ positions are very insecure because in the main they have always been
dependent on annual targeted Aboriginal funding and the ever-changing flavour of the
month government policies (see appendix 12A) (Parker, 2009, p. 1). It is hoped that this
research will convince sceptical governments, researchers and academics, both Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal, that AEWs are one silver bullet who actually contribute to achieving
and maintaining good Aboriginal educational outcomes.

Fourthly, all the positives I have witnessed in schools with AEWs, and what I have heard
from students, parents, school staff and in many forums both state and national, has given
21

me a great passion to see that my grandchildren and great-grandchildren will have an
AEW in their school. I believe strongly that the genuine desire to make a difference is the
difference.

The next section explains the background to this research project.

Background
The focus of the research for this thesis is in the main on the Aboriginal Education
Workers (AEWs) who are employed in NSW Systemic Catholic schools. These are the
schools that are under the authority and administration of the eleven NSW Catholic
Dioceses. For very important reasons that will become obvious in Chapter 2 I also discuss
Catholic Congregational boarding schools. These schools are outside the Catholic
Diocesan Systems and in general are under the control and authority of particular religious
congregations or orders.

In 2010 there were 140 AEWs working across 575 NSW Catholic Systemic schools. The
majority of these AEWs are employed in rural and remote areas with some servicing more
than one school, depending on need and student numbers. Only three of the seven NSW
Congregational boarding schools employ AEWs. This is surprising, as the ones that do not
employ AEWs have large Aboriginal cohorts.

Also in this thesis I discuss the history of the AEW role in public schools where AEWs
were first employed as well as in NSW Systemic Catholic schools and NSW
Congregational boarding schools.
22

The official roles of AEWs and their equivalents are as many and varied as are their
unofficial roles. As with all things Aboriginal since the first European settlers set foot on
this continent in 1788, there is a great deal of political pressure surrounding the role. In
addition to the pressures exerted by governmental politics there are further pressures
exerted by Aboriginal and religious politics.

The aspirational aims of this research project are explained in the next section.

Aims
The aim of this thesis is to address the specific research question “Do Aboriginal
Education Workers (AEWs) contribute to improving Aboriginal educational outcomes?”

In seeking to demonstrate that Aboriginal Education Workers (AEWs) are a vital part of
improving Aboriginal educational outcomes, I will be drawing not just on statistics but on
the words and perceptions of those who know best, because they live the work every day.
This includes students, parents, teachers, principals and those whose voices are softest
and seldom heard, the AEWs themselves.

Perceptions play a huge role in our lives as they are how we view the world and other
people. More importantly they determine how we interact with others and decisions
we make (Cherry, 2011; Sherman, 2001). In the case of AEWs the perceptions of
students, parents, principals, teachers, educationalists and even how AEWs perceive
themselves can effect educational outcomes (Godfrey, Partington, Harslett, Richer, &
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Harrison, 1998; Gower et al., 2011; MacGill, 2008) If these groups have positive
perceptions of the AEW it will in the vast majority of cases lead to positive
relationships, which will in turn lead to positive educational outcomes. Conversely,
negative perceptions will in general lead to negative relationships and in some cases
negative educational outcomes. Relationships are at the centre of Aboriginal life so it
is vital in relation to education, that they be positive ones (M. Matters, 2011; New
South Wales Teachers Federation, 2005; Partington, 2006). That is why the
perceptions and words of all stakeholders who interact with AEWs are at the heart of
this thesis, rather than it showing a total reliance on statistics. I support the view of
Mundine (2005) that any type of research that relates to people cannot be judged
solely on numbers because there are many variables in the human condition
(Mundine, 2005b).

But it is vital to remember that behind the statistics of low income,
unemployment, lack of education and family violence, there are stories of
dispossession, cultural annihilation, and loss of languages, stolen generations
and lack of recognition of our ownership of this country. We must remember
that for every statistic there is a real person, a family and a community
(Mundine, 2005b, p. 2).

Never have truer words been spoken. I know, because I was and am one of those
statistics, as may be those young Aboriginal people whose futures I seek to secure and
improve by writing this thesis. I will expand on this statement in chapter 2 under the
heading, “A walk in the shoes of socio-economic disadvantage and cultural capital”.
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Success in life cannot be solely judged on the statistics from exam results (Donaldson,
2010). It also greatly depends on who is making that judgement and their particular version
of success (Lowndes, 2005; Stallings, 2011). My eldest son barely struggled through his
NSW School Certificate (Year10) but now owns and runs his own multi-million dollar
company. The question cannot be simply answered by analysing student National
Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) results (Donnelly, 2010). One
student achieves a ten per cent increase in the NAPLAN results; another student from a
less supportive environment is still below the benchmark but is starting to attend more
regularly and is becoming engaged in class. Teachers and parents would see both of
these as great achievements (Doecke, 2008). However, the student who gets the ten per
cent increase gets recognition from governments and quantitative researchers, but the
student who is still below the benchmark but who is now attending regularly and
participating in class, seldom if ever gets any type of official recognition or affirmation
(Kagan, 2011). The Armidale Diocese Wii Gaay program is giving recognition to a large
group of students who previously receive little recognition at all.

The Wii Gaay (Clever Child) Program for Aboriginal students of the Armidale Catholic
Diocese is an exemplar case of the failure of a simple reliance on current educational
testing regimes. Using a more culturally appropriate assessment tool, large groups of
Aboriginal students, previously considered under-achievers, are being identified as gifted
and talented students (Dare to Lead, 2011). It’s a sad state of affairs if governments are
only interested in Aboriginal education statistics to make them look good, particularly in
election years (New South Wales Teachers Federation, 2005).
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Significance of this research project

This project is significant because after two hundred and twenty-three years, since
1788, of countless governments and Aboriginal education policies, Aboriginal people by
any measure are still the most educationally disadvantaged group in Australia
(Australian Government, 2009b). The only way that Aboriginal people can reach a state
of educational equity with all other Australians is for governments, education systems
and school staff to stop trying to make Aboriginal people change and adapt to suit the
system, as with the old Assimilation and Integration policies (Gibson, 2009; Skwirk
Interactive Schooling, 2011). European society and education systems from kindergarten
to university levels have always assumed putting square pegs in square holes, but
Aboriginal people are-unique round pegs that do not even fit into European square holes
(Gibson, 2009; Truskewycz, 2009). The Western Australia Minister for Education
acknowledged this recently in the State Aboriginal Education Plan and asked schools to
think outside the square and make Western Australia’s schools inclusive rather than
exclusive (Dare to Lead, 2011).

Positioning the researcher
Many academics and researchers working in the area of quantitative research firmly
believe there is only one objective truth in a research study; I beg to differ, supported by
the writings of Mundine (2005). Two different groups or individuals may truly believe
different truths about the one phenomenon because they are looking at it through different
lenses. A group’s view of what they are seeing or experiencing is filtered through their
personal beliefs, culture, religion, values and life experiences (Zion & Kozleski, 2005).
Where you sit on the socio-economic and power scales can have a big effect on what
“objective” truth will prevail (Department of Education Employment and Work Relations,
2011a; Smithers, 2003).
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In Australia, most “objective truths” in any area of Aboriginal research are viewed through
non-Aboriginal eyes. Bindi MacGill, a non-Aboriginal researcher, in her thesis on AEW
wellbeing refers to this as the “whiteness theory” (MacGill, 2008). The truth is subjective to
the eyes through which it is being viewed (Maser, 2006).

What is your perception of truth? One of the interesting things about truth when
you really examine it is that it’s all a matter of perspective. The concept of truth
is especially interesting in light of the fact that most people tend to take their
perception of truth to be absolute (Wojnowski, 2011).

The vast majority of research in relation to Australia’s Aboriginal people is conducted by
non-Aboriginal people about Aboriginal people, not necessarily with them (Burchill, 2004;
Eiserer, 1954). That is one of the major reasons I have taken the position in this research
project, that the truth is subjective to the eyes through which it is being viewed, and have
explicitly interwoven my experience into this thesis. As with each and every person, I am a
product of the influences of my life experiences, family, extended family and peer group,
as demonstrated in my own personal story in chapter 2. Throughout this thesis I speak in
various places from my hard-earned life experience as a sixty-four year-old Aboriginal
man. I also speak from my personal hands-on experience as an Aboriginal employment
officer, an Aboriginal youth access officer, an Aboriginal vocational training manager, a
public schools Aboriginal education field officer and a struggling Aboriginal university
student.
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I have worked in my current role as the State Coordinator of Aboriginal Education, NSW
Catholic Education Commission for twelve years. In this role I am either responsible for, or
assist with, all aspects of Aboriginal Education across NSW Catholic schools in all their
endeavours to improve Aboriginal outcomes for our 5,000 Aboriginal students.

I am a member of various committees in relation to Aboriginal education and employment,
such as: NSW Board of Studies; National Catholic Education Commission; Council of
Catholic School Parents; Expert Panel of Australian Independent Schools; Dare to Lead;
Books in Homes; Dusseldorp Foundation; and various committees on Aboriginal
languages. In 2007 I received a National Award from the Dare to Lead Organisation for my
services to Aboriginal Education, and in 2008 was honoured to be a member of the
Aboriginal Guard of Honour for the Pope’s visit (see appendices 13A and 23D).

In 2010 I lectured in the mandatory Aboriginal component for trainee teachers in their final
year at Notre Dame University (see appendix 23E).

As an Aboriginal person with vast experience relevant to the topic of this research, I have
chosen to explicitly incorporate my experience and voice throughout this thesis, as I
believe it adds to the validity of the research (see appendices 23A, 23B, 23C, 23F, 23G,
and 23H).

Limitations of this research
The research conducted for this thesis was limited to NSW Catholic Systemic schools and
NSW Catholic Congregational Boarding schools. Another limitation was that, when
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seeking information from most educational systems across Australia not one, for political
reasons, wanted to discuss AEWs. The WA Department of Education has, however,
conducted a major review, the findings of which will be released in 2011.

Data used for this study, discussion generated by the data and the recommendations
flowing from it were based solely on the Systemic Catholic schools and Congregational
Boarding schools of NSW.

One of the original intentions of this thesis was to investigate whether AEWs contributed to
the retention of Aboriginal students. This was attempted using quantitative and qualitative
methods in line with the use of a mixed-method methodology.

Firstly, a question in the qualitative section of the Likert-scale survey instrument asked
respondents whether they believed that Aboriginal Education Workers played a role in
Aboriginal students completing school.

Secondly, in a quantitative way, a comparison was made between the retention rates of
Aboriginal students in schools with AEWs (117 shaded blue), as identified by the eleven
NSW Catholic Dioceses, and those without AEWs (513 shaded white). Data were
presented from as far back as 1999, when CEC NSW recording of grade-specific
indigenous enrolments began. It is a mixed result (see appendices 21A to 21G).

Examining initially the overall primary rates for all schools, it appeared that schools with
AEWs actually did better up until 2007, but in the last three years the situation has
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reversed. In this regard, the AEW effect may be confounded with remoteness, as more
remote schools are more likely to have AEWs but also tend to have smaller retention rates
(see appendices 21A to 21G).

The schools were separated into the categories of Metropolitan, Regional (Inner and
Outer) and Remote (incl. Very Remote), and the retention data examined separately for
each group. These results were inconclusive, as the Metropolitan rates showed similar
patterns to the overall data, the Regional rates were erratic, and the numbers for Remote
schools were too small to show any patterns (again, see appendices 21A to 21G).

There was a similar pattern for secondary data. While it is true that Years 7 to 10 retention
rates in Regional schools were greater in AEW schools than in non-AEW schools in every
year except for 2003, the rates themselves are too erratic to be reliable. Note that there
are no secondary students in Remote schools (again, see appendices 21A to 21G).

Because the data was inconclusive it was omitted from the overall results and discussion.

Outline of the chapters
This chapter has introduced the thesis, given a background to the AEWs in NSW Catholic
schools and outlined my aims in writing this thesis. It has also explained the rationale,
background, limitations and significance of this project. Finally it has explained my
research position in relation to this research project. The catalyst of the study is based on
feedback from various informed sources regarding AEW job security and my own
experiences of working with AEWs in both the public and Catholic sectors. It also draws on
the many discussions I have had with people, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, across
the whole Aboriginal education spectrum over many years, from ministerial level to those
at the coal face in schools and Aboriginal communities.
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Chapter 2 discusses the socio-economic and educational disadvantage of Aboriginal
Australians, of which my own Aboriginal life story is part. It also discusses some of the
individual and societal effects of this socio-economic disadvantage on Aboriginal people
and some elements that needed to be taken into account when addressing these issues.
There is discussion around some misconceptions in relation to Aboriginal culture and
some suggestions as to new ways to help address Aboriginal educational disadvantage.
Finally, there is discussion on Aboriginal student wellbeing, attendance, retention,
engagement, identity, parental involvement, supportive school environment, supportive
home environment, relevant curriculum and motivation, as well as ten outcomes vital to the
educational success of Aboriginal students.

Chapter 3 explains the methodology used in relation to this research project, looking at the
challenges faced, and the ethical considerations. It discusses the research design, the
trialling of the instrument and the considerations taken into account in administering the
main research instrument. It also discusses the three themes selected to group the ten
quantitative Likert questions for analysis. Finally how the five qualitative Likert questions
were analysed is discussed.

Chapter 4 discusses the history of AEWs pre- and post-1967, and the catalysts,
philosophy and rationale for their introduction to schools. It discusses the various titles and
roles of AEWs, and the issues they face in both public and Catholic Systemic and
Boarding schools. There is also discussion on the context and governance of NSW
Catholic Systemic and Boarding schools. Finally, this chapter discusses some of the
ambiguities around the AEW role in the eyes of school staff and parents.
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Chapter 5 discusses and interprets the results of this study. It also present’s, interprets
and discusses additional data that arose during the course of the study. What is presented
in this chapter is the collective results of the rationale and aims as described in chapter 1,
the literature reviewed in chapters 2 and 4, the data collection and analysis as described in
chapter 3 and additional data that became evident during the course of the project.

Summary
This chapter has discussed the rationale, background, aims, and limitations of this
research project. It has also briefly outlined chapters 2 to 6.

The next chapter discusses the socio-economic and educational disadvantage of
Aboriginal Australians, of which my own Aboriginal life story is part. Also discussed are
some of the individual and societal effects of this socio-economic and educational
disadvantage on Aboriginal people. Finally, this chapter discusses ten outcomes that
contribute greatly to the educational success of Aboriginal students.
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Chapter 2: Aboriginal
Disadvantage in Australia

Socio‐economic

and

Educational

Introduction
The previous chapter discussed the rationale, background and aims of this research
project. It also discussed its significance, the position the researcher has taken, the
limitations of the research, and gave an outline of the chapters.

In this chapter the socio-economic and educational disadvantage of Aboriginal Australians,
of which my own Aboriginal life story is part, is discussed. Also discussed are some of the
individual and societal effects of this socio-economic and educational disadvantage on
Aboriginal people. Finally, this chapter discusses ten outcomes that contribute greatly to
the educational success of Aboriginal students: Aboriginal student wellbeing, attendance,
retention, engagement, identity, parental involvement, supportive school environment,
supportive home environment, relevant curriculum and motivation.

A Walk in the shoes of socio-economic disadvantage and cultural capital
To really understand where I am coming from it is important that the story of where I have
been is told in this thesis. The following section invites the reader to walk in my shoes.

I was born an Aboriginal child in 1947, twenty years before I became a citizen in my own
country. Most Aboriginal people of my era and before have spent a lot of their lives
suffering from socio-economic, and in particular, educational, disadvantage. For me, the
remnants of this socio-economic and educational disadvantage still exist, which is one of
the reasons, at sixty-four years of age, I am attempting a Master’s thesis. I am doing this
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because I will be the first one in my family to do so and to set an example of the value of
education to my children and grandchildren. It is also to set an example for today’s
Aboriginal students across all educational systems that if a fellow as old as me, from a
background as challenged as mine can do it, so can they. My Mum and Nan taught me to
always lead by example and in my own small way that is what I have always striven to do.

Universities in a lot of ways are still alien institutions to most Aboriginal people, which is
why so few enrol. I believe this Master’s in Research qualification, especially in a field with
so few Aboriginal researchers, will enable me to bring about long-overdue changes to our
tertiary institutions. It will in the eyes of researchers, academics and governments give me
some credibility; which in turn will help me to bring about long-overdue socio-economic
changes for Aboriginal people. I will now share a little of my story.

I came into the world in Crown Street Women’s Hospital. My family was living in
Woolloomooloo and I went to Plunkett Street School, then to St Mary’s Cathedral School. I
was at St Mary’s for only a short period; I think it might have had something to do with the
fact that we couldn’t pay the fees, back in those days. That was, to be quite truthful,
probably the most wonderful portion of my life. I thought it was great because everyone
who lived in Woolloomooloo in the 50s was black of one shade or another, so there was
no discrimination.

I was first introduced to racism in third class at Sutherland North Primary School. In the
middle of the year the school conducted an Australian national dress competition. All the
mums spent hours turning their children into drovers, farmers, miners and even wharf
labourers. Well guess what? My Nan had a better idea; she would dress me in Australia’s
oldest and only true national dress. She dressed me as a traditional Aboriginal Warrior.
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She used soot from the old wood stove to make me even darker than I was. I wore tiny
little black swimmers and she used kalsomine to put traditional markings on my face. My
Pop gave me one of those old curtain rods with a spear on the end of it.

Two judges from a local newspaper awarded me first prize and Nan, Pop and I were
ecstatic. Over the next week my ecstasy turned to agony. I lost all my friends; no-one
would play with me and students spent most of their time calling me a little “Abo” and
many names I would not use in print. Most teachers were well aware of all this but took no
action at all. In the whole school there was not one other Aboriginal student or staff
member to provide comfort to me. After that I became very much a loner, spending a lot of
my out-of-school time wandering alone in some very thick, and what I know now was very
dangerous, bushland.

My Mum decided I should join her in Newcastle for my sixth and last Primary year. She
sent me to Cooks Hill Primary and High Schools and it turned out to be the redneck capital
of Australia. Sixth class wasn’t too bad but high school was a nightmare. If there had been
a racist slur that had been missed at my previous school, here they had even invented
new ones. The racism also became very physical.

In high school I suffered through First Year and Second Year. Then about halfway through
Second Year I left without an Intermediate Certificate. In those days there were no
Aboriginal people in any capacity working in schools to turn to for assistance or comfort. I
couldn’t cope with it any more. Every day was a fight for survival, so I left.

All of my school life had a huge impact on my life. In my early years my development went
backwards due to a negative environment. This was due to my role models and to
discrimination and racism in the education system. Every day I was told in one way or
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another by an assembly line of teachers and "fellow" students I was dumb and stupid like all
other Aboriginals and I would never succeed at anything. If you hear something often
enough you end up believing it.

At fifteen I went back to live with my Nan in Woolloomooloo and this is where my real life
education began. For me, watching the Sydney version of the TV series “Underbelly” was
a bit like “This is Your Life”. I knew a lot of the real people portrayed in this show as well as
many who were less obvious.

I have held many jobs including cleaning toilets, washing and driving taxis, newspaper
deliveries, ticket seller at Harold Park and Wentworth Park, delivering pamphlets, furniture
delivery and basically any menial task you can imagine. Probably the most interesting job I
had in this period was driving an old red double-decker bus around the various legal and
illegal gambling clubs. The passengers were mainly American soldiers on R&R from
Vietnam.

In 1966 I married, and fathered my first child at eighteen. I now have three sons and nine
grandchildren, and am still married to the same wonderful woman.

When I got married we didn’t have a great deal of money and my brother-in-law convinced
me to go and work as a bus conductor with Sydney Buses, where I graduated to driver.
That was probably the first time I’d had money in my pocket, because you used to work
virtually around the clock, including holidays and Christmas Days and whatever other
days.

Sometime in early 1976 for some reason or other I thought, “I can’t keep doing this.” So I
decided to go back to night school and study for the School Certificate I never had. I went
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to Arthur Phillip High School, next to Parramatta station. I was actually delivering papers in
the mornings, driving a bus all day, and then going to school five nights a week. This was
on top of looking after two children because my wife worked at Parramatta Leagues Club
every night.

After I gained my School Certificate I obtained a position as a junior revenue clerk, also
with Sydney Buses. I was subsequently promoted to the position of senior revenue clerk
until made redundant in 1991.

Then I found out what it was like to be an older black person trying to get a job. Over the
next two years I became very disillusioned, unmotivated and depressed at not being able
to get a job. I sent off a hundred resumes and job applications and never even got an
interview. Being very proud that I had never been on the dole, this period used up much of
my superannuation.

I discussed my situation with a friend who suggested that I leave any reference to being
Aboriginal off my resume and job applications. Coincidentally or otherwise, I started to get
invited to interviews.

I got lucky when I came across a job where being Aboriginal was a positive rather than a
negative. They were advertising for what they call a ‘trainee employment officer’ with the
old Commonwealth Employment Service (CES). They wanted an Aboriginal officer. I won
that position. You were trained for about 12 months or so, and you had to become
qualified in different things. I worked in Blacktown CES, Mount Druitt CES, Mount Druitt
Youth Access Centre and Castle Hill CES.
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My next promotion was to Auburn CES where they needed a person who knew something
about the transport industry to run vocational courses for long-term unemployed,
particularly Aboriginal people. I just happened to have worked for Sydney Buses for 25
years, so I got the job. Cutting a long story short, I achieved a one-hundred per-cent better
placement record than the CES itself in getting long-term unemployed into jobs.

On the abolition of the CES I moved to the Department of Education, Employment,
Training and Youth Affairs (DEETYA). The Aboriginal version of this acronym at the time
was Denying Education Training to Young Aboriginals.

I became an Aboriginal Education Field Officer, which was very rewarding but also very
problematic. A major difficulty was that for a lot of the time we were underfunded, which
meant we were understaffed, so instead of having one field officer area I had two or three.

To this point I have left a large part of my educational journey out. When I was with the
Commonwealth Employment Service (CES) at Blacktown, I had a mate who wanted to do
a diploma in adult education, but he was a very shy fellow and he wouldn’t go by himself.
So he talked me into it, and I signed up for this course for two years. It was the Diploma of
Education in Adult Education and Community Education or something similar, and was
very interesting.

The first day was very interesting because we had 35 people, and we were in the smallest
room you could imagine. The first thing the Aboriginal coordinator said was, “don’t worry
about it being crowded; half of you will be gone by the end of the first term”. Three years
later, all bar two, my mate and a lady who left to have a baby, had graduated. To this day I
am not sure if my mate had been using reverse psychology.
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About halfway through the Diploma of Education they decided they’d turn it into a Degree.
They had no plan; they had nothing. We wrote it for them as we went, which was very
interesting. My mate left before the course became a Degree. I however stayed and
finished it; because I’m one of those people, I start something and I will finish it no matter
what. Very much like my long-term battle to complete this thesis.

Over the first five weeks of the course three of us gradually grew into leaders. We were
doing “dial a friend” from all around New South Wales at all hours when somebody was
having difficulties educationally or emotionally with the course. Aboriginal students doing
block release courses, especially those from rural and remote areas, I believe do it tougher
than full-time students. It’s all self-directed learning without the comfort of a lecturer,
counsellor or even other students to turn to when you are struggling educationally and
emotionally. Also the majority of students in my course had family, community and work
commitments to deal with as well as their university work. However we all managed to
push each other towards obtaining our degrees. Without this degree I would never have
been able to obtain my current position as the State Coordinator of Aboriginal Education
for the NSW Catholic Education Commission.

This position is the most rewarding I’ve ever had in my life. I am working with the best
group of people in my entire life. I have bosses who have a high degree of confidence in
me. If it’s Aboriginal Education, I do it and they support me. There’s nothing I’ll do without
passing it by them first, but I don’t think I’ve ever had a knockback in nine years.

I must be doing something right because in 2007 I received a national award from the
Dare to Lead program for my personal contributions to Aboriginal Education (see appendix
13A). I was also in 2009 honoured to be part of the Indigenous Guard of Honour for the
Pope during World Youth Day (see appendix 23D). I have also recently had two articles
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accepted from a very competitive field by the Principal Matters Journal and the Australian
Council for Educational Research (Frank Pearce, 2011a, 2011b)

Although I have not written peer-reviewed articles about Aboriginal socio-economic
disadvantage, I believe I know a lot more about it than many who write about and report on
it, because I have lived it. My, at times, painful life journey has been an emotional one and
I have tried to convey this emotion in writing my story (Gill, 2007).

The idea is to write it so that people hear it and it slides through the brain and
goes straight to the heart (Angelou, 2011, p. 1).

In telling my story I am not seeking anyone’s sympathy, just telling the truth about
Aboriginal society, which Australian historians until very recently have failed to do. I
believe that my story may give an insight into what it is like not to feel like a citizen in your
own country until you are twenty years old. I also hope it will give glimpses of the reality of
living a large part of your life with racism, poverty and an education system that even today
is mainly structured for the success of middle- to upper-class Europeans. During my whole
school career up until I couldn’t take it any longer at fourteen and left, I never once had the
cultural support of an Aboriginal teacher or AEW. If I had, I know now from my experiences
working in schools with them over the last twenty years, that I wouldn’t have had to wait till
I was fifty to enjoy a degree of success (see appendices 16A and 17A).

My story is, sadly, not unique; even today many Aboriginal people experience racism,
poverty and exclusion from the education system. This next section of this chapter
explores in greater detail some aspects of socio-economic and educational disadvantage
that Aboriginal people can experience.
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What is the definition of disadvantage?
1
loss or damage especially to reputation, credit, or finances: DETRIMENT <the deal worked
to their disadvantage>
2
a: an unfavourable, inferior, or prejudicial condition <we were at a disadvantage>
b: a quality or circumstance that makes achievement unusually difficult : HANDICAP <his
lack of formal schooling (Merriam Webster, 2010)

As an older Aboriginal person I have a continuous battle with the English language. Just
defining the word disadvantage was a major project, so I can only imagine the difficulties
children have in classrooms. Words can have many meanings, so which meaning do you
choose? I consider my Aboriginality and advantage rather than a disadvantage, so for the
remainder of this thesis I refer to the particular disadvantage rather than use the generic
terms of disadvantage or disadvantaged.

Aboriginal socio-economic and educational disadvantage
The broad definition of socio-economic disadvantage is basically an individual or group’s
access to materials and resources and their ability to participate equally in society. It is
developed by the Australian Bureau of Statistics from four indexes: the Index of Relative
Socio-economic Disadvantage; the Index of Relative Socio-economic Advantage and
Disadvantage; the Index of Economic Resources and the Index of Education and
Occupation (Statistics, 2006). Educational disadvantage is part of how socio-economic
disadvantage is calculated; however, as the main topic of this thesis relates to educational
disadvantage, it has been separated and examined more closely.

The Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs
(FAHCSIA) in its recent report has stated that in the more than four decades since the
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1967 Referendum (90.77% of Australians voted to change the constitution for the benefit
of Aboriginal people in two important areas) Australian governments have developed and
funded policies and programs to improve the socio-economic status of Indigenous people,
and overcome a long history of poverty and marginalisation. Progress has been made. Yet
in 2009, Aboriginal people remain among the most socio-economically disadvantaged
Australians (Australian Government, 2009b). FAHCSIA also stated in this report that
Indigenous people simply do not have the opportunities afforded their fellow Australians,
and many are not able to participate fully in our national life (Australian Government,
2009b).

This disadvantage continues, particularly in the three main areas of life expectancy,
education and employment.

In 2006 there was a gap in life expectancy, between Aboriginal people and other
Australians, of seventeen years (The Department of Families, 2008a).

In the area of education, in 2008 the gaps between Aboriginal students and other
Australians were in Year 3 Reading 25.2%, Year 3 Writing 17.6% and Year 3 Numeracy
17.4%. In Year 5 the gaps were Reading 29.2%, Writing 24.2% and Numeracy 24.8%. In
Year 7 the gaps were Reading 23.5%, Writing 25.3% and Numeracy 17.8% (The
Department of Families, 2008a).

In 2007 only 42.9% of Aboriginal 17-year-olds were attending a secondary school in
comparison to 65% of all other students, a gap of 21.9% (The Department of Families,
2008a).
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In the other major area of Aboriginal disadvantage, employment, in 2006 only 48% of
Aboriginal people compared to 72% of non-Aboriginal people were employed, a gap of
24% (The Department of Families, 2008a).

Reflecting on the findings of FAHCSIA’s 2009 Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage
report, we must ask why, after two hundred and twenty-three years, are Aboriginal
Australians still at the top of the most important measures of socio-economic disadvantage
including, health, housing, education, unemployment and incarceration rates? (Australian
Government, 2009b). The answers are obvious, but only if seen through the eyes of those
on the receiving end of continual and continuing failed government policies, Aboriginal
peoples themselves.

The following section highlights, from my life experience as an Aboriginal person and my
professional experience as outlined in chapter 1, some areas that need to be considered
when addressing Aboriginal socio-economic and educational disadvantage.

When addressing Aboriginal socio-economic and educational disadvantage,
Aboriginal value systems, languages, identities, spiritualties, protocols, lore/laws
need to inform the solutions
The major reason the majority of all Indigenous policies relating to Indigenous socioeconomic disadvantage are faulty and continue to fail, is they do not incorporate
Indigenous culture and its components in a meaningful way when framing these policies.
These policies need to incorporate into their frameworks and solutions Aboriginal culture
and its components, value systems, languages, Identities, spiritualties, protocols, lore/laws
(NSW Department of Education and Training, 2004).
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If policy makers fail to recognise the existence of all these aspects of Aboriginal culture
they are doomed to fail before they begin. This view is reinforced by the Council of
Australian Governments (COAG), Martin, Truscott and Abrey (Hanlen, 2005; Resnik,
2010; The Department of Families, 2008b). Aboriginal cultures are complex, diverse and
have important aspects, each of which needs to be understood better and incorporated
into policies and programs to address their socio-economic disadvantage.

Value systems
Value systems, beliefs and the way people live, make up their culture. Various definitions
of culture are available. The Webster’s New World Dictionary defines culture as the ideas,
skills, arts, tools and the way of life of a certain people in a certain time of civilization
(Guralnik, 1966). The Concise Macquarie Dictionary defines culture as the sum total of ways
of living built up by a group of human beings which is transmitted from one generation to
another (Delbridge, 1982).

Languages
Dr Diana Eades, an expert in linguistics, in her paper on Aboriginal English states that originally
there were about 250 Aboriginal languages and 600 distinct dialects spoken in Australia. However
today there are about only 20 of these languages spoken on a regular basis (Australian Institute of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, 2011). She also states that the languages of
Aboriginal English and Creole are now the most spoken Aboriginal languages (Australian Institute
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, 2011). Dr Eades also suggests that even today
these two languages are extremely important to Aboriginal people as an assertion of their identity
(Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, 2011).
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Identity
Identity is the sum total of all the parts that make us what and who we are. Two definitions are:

Who or what a person or thing is; the fact of being oneself or itself and none
other" (Guralnik, 1966, p. 175 ). The individual characteristics by which a
person or thing is recognized (Department of Families Housing Community
Services and Indigenous Affairs, 2009)

It can be said invaders have long recognized the importance of identity. This is evidenced
by the fact that in all the nations that have been invaded, the invaders have tried to destroy
the individual parts that make up the identity of the people and they have imposed their own
culture upon the vanquished (Hunter, 1993). Germany attempted to do this by
destroying the Jewish identity and Europeans have done the same to the Aboriginal
people in Australia (David Horton, 1994; Hunter, 1993)

Spiritualties
An Aboriginal person’s spirituality is the core of their lives. As Bob Randall (2005) a much
respected Aboriginal elder from the Northern Territory says our spirituality is our personal
connection to the land, its trees, plants, the rivers that run across it, the seas that
surround it and every living creature. Even more important are the spirits of the ancestors
that still live in these things. Aboriginal people do not view all these separately but as all
of them being connected. In our language it is “Kanyini” (Randall, 2005).

Aboriginal lore/laws
Aboriginal lore/law is a group’s and individual’s responsibilities, relationships and
obligations as handed down for many thousands of years by the ancestors (Heritage,
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2011). They are handed down in oral stories, dance and ceremony (Crystallinks, 2010).
They are aimed at the survival of the group and individual, and in general carry a moral,
and the consequences for disobeying a lore/ law (Gower et al., 2011). They are also in
most cases not as punitive as Australian law, or English Common Law. Australian law on
the other hand changes consistently to meet the demands of our multicultural society. It is
also very capitalistic in nature and a large proportion of it relates to financial
misappropriation, contested ownership, contesting of wills and so on (Martin, 2009).

Protocols
Due to the dispossession of Aboriginal people and the fact that they do not have a treaty,
there is little official recognition of Aboriginal people as the traditional owners of Australia
(Freedman, 2010). The current Welcome to Country protocols and Acknowledgement of
Country protocols practiced by many government departments and other organisations
give Aboriginal people the long overdue respect and recognition they so richly deserve
(Zion & Kozleski, 2005). Sadly, this small sign of respect, along with Prime Minister
Rudd’s apology to the Stolen Generations, is the constant subject of attack by those with
their own political agendas (Eiserer, 1954; Lewis, 2011).

Culture
Based on the previously-mentioned definitions, culture is all the little pieces of our lives
that make us who and what we are, ourselves. Everybody has a culture that is a value
system, a belief or beliefs in certain things and a particular way of living (Kapuri, 2009).

A parliamentary committee report confirms the critical link that language plays in
transmitting and reinforcing the ties between kinship, country and family for
Australia’s Indigenous Peoples (Amnesty International, 2012).
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Individual and group societal effects of Aboriginal socio-economic and educational
disadvantage
The 2009 the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs Closing the Gap on Indigenous Disadvantage report points out that education is the
major key in addressing this disadvantage. Successful education can mean better career
choices, which in turn can lead to better remuneration, which leads to a far better all-round
quality of life. This in turn allows Aboriginal people to put in place better building blocks to
enable their children to be successful in education, employment and society, and to
determine their own futures (Frank Pearce, 2009). Figures from the Ministerial Council for
Education highlight the discrepancies between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students
achieving their Year 12 Higher School Certificate, which has implications for future
prospects.

In 2008, only 47 per-cent of Indigenous students continued their schooling from
Years 7/8 through to Year 12, compared to 76 per-cent of non-Indigenous
students. In 2006, approximately 46 per-cent of the Indigenous 19-year-old
population had obtained a Year 12 or equivalent Certificate II qualification,
compared to approximately 80 per-cent of the non-Indigenous 19-year-old
population” (Ministerial Council for Education Early Childhood Development and
Youth Affairs, 2010, p. 18).

Completion of Year 12 is vital if young Australians wish to give themselves the widest
possible range of career opportunities and a good quality of life for themselves and their
future families. Evidence indicates that young Australians who do not complete Year 12
are less likely to have the same opportunities as those who do (Statistics, 2011a). In 2006,
Year 12 completions for Indigenous Australians were 45.3 per-cent, compared to 86.3 per47

cent for non-Indigenous. Based on current trends, the gap between Indigenous and nonIndigenous is widening, which the Bureau of Statistics states will have implications for
young people throughout their lives (Australian Government, 2009a; Statistics, 2011a).

Low education levels are linked to unemployment and, subsequently, the risk of
living in poverty. Families with low levels of education often cannot afford to
better educate their children and so give them increased chances of
employment.


ABS figures show that , in 2009 people who had not completed high
school had a workforce participation rate of 65.9%, compared with the
rate of 83.9% for those who had completed year 12, and 87.5% of people
with a bachelor degree; and



In 2009, people with a year 10 qualification received a median weekly
wage of $907, compared with over $1350 for those with a bachelor
degree (Australian Council of Social Services, 2010).

There are large economic benefits for governments to be gained by improving the quality
of life of Aboriginal people. These can only be achieved, however, by improving the health
and educational attainments of Aboriginal Australians. According to Access Economics if
great gains were made in these areas government revenue in 2029 could be up to $4.6
Billion higher, and expenditure in key Aboriginal portfolios $3.7 billion lower (Access
Economics Pty Ltd, 2008).
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Ten areas that are problematic but essential to overcoming Aboriginal educational
disadvantage

In the interests of social justice, human rights and what we older Australians used to call a
“fair go” there is a pressing need to improve attendance, retention rates, and School
Certificate and Higher School Certificate attainment rates of Aboriginal students.

How to address these issues was reflected upon by the twelve NSW Catholic Education
Advisors at the NSW Catholic Education Advisory meeting on 18th March 2011. In sharing
the roles, both official and unofficial, that their AEWs carried out, they identified ten areas
critical to improving the attendance, retention rates and School Certificate and Higher
School Certificate attainment rates of their Aboriginal students (see appendix 18A). The
following section highlights these ten critical areas. Chapters 5 and 6 highlight what AEWs
are doing to address these ten areas.

1) Wellbeing
Wellbeing is listed first for a reason. Student wellbeing needs to be addressed before
quality education can occur. Educational outcomes and student wellbeing cannot be
addressed separately. It is like trying to drive a car without a motor. Wellbeing is the motor
that needs to be well tuned in order to get to the destination of good educational
outcomes. Teachers, as well as having great educational knowledge, need to become
first-class student wellbeing mechanics. True education is about the whole child.
Particularly with Aboriginal students it is about good relationships (NSW Department of
Education and Training, 2004; Partington, 2006).
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The importance of student wellbeing is in general vastly understated (Australian Research
Alliance for Children and Youth, 2010; Jones & Harris-Roxas, 2009). Governments in
relation to education and particularly Aboriginal education, focus only on things that can be
measured like literacy and numeracy results. They need to be able to demonstrate to the
general public with statistics that they are addressing the Aboriginal “problem” (Behrendt,
2011). If this approach were successful, Aboriginal students would not after so many years
of this approach be still at the bottom of most educational outcome indicators such as
NAPLAN, attendance, retention and School Certificate and Higher School Certificate
results (H. Hughes, 2010).

In the Minister’s announcement, he recognised that, despite the numerous
education initiatives implemented by the various governments over the past 20
years, Aboriginal students continue to be the most disadvantaged student group
in Australia (NSW Department of Education and Training, 2004).

If this is ever to change, all schools and all education systems need to put the child first
and the educational outcome second. If children feel good about and within themselves,
better educational achievement will follow (M. Matters, 2011). A student’s poor wellbeing
can often manifest itself in poor school attendance.

2) Attendance
Attendance is vital to achieving good educational outcomes because missing an average
of 5 days a term from Year 1 to Year 10 is the equivalent of missing a year of school
(Constable, 2011). Basically, if you are not there you cannot learn anything.
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Regular attendance and participation in schooling is very important to the educational
success of all students. Students who do not attend regularly have many gaps in their
learning which impact heavily on their educational success. It can also have far more wideranging effects as to their future employment, career and further education opportunities
(NSW Department of Education and Training, 2004; Services, 2011).

Aboriginal attendance has been and continues to be a major barrier to improving
Aboriginal educational outcomes (Ministerial Council on Education, 2000). There is no one
size fits all solution or it would have been implemented (Department of Education Training
Employment, 2010).

In 2007, Indigenous attendance rates in government primary schools were around 87 percent, compared to 93 per-cent for non-Indigenous students. In secondary school,
attendance rates were around 78 per-cent for Indigenous students and 89 per-cent for
non-Indigenous students (Ministerial Council for Education Early Childhood Development
and Youth Affairs, 2010). Some Aboriginal students, particularly those in metropolitan
schools, may experience identity issues which can be a cause of irregular attendance.

3) Identity
Identity is what makes people what and who they are. For Aboriginal people it is not a
separate part of you, it is all of you. Unlike the religious belief that the one thing you can
never lose is your soul, little bits of your identity can be taken from you piece by piece,
such as your language, beliefs, customs and spirituality (Bourke, 1993). Sometimes you
don’t even realise it has happened because that part of it was experienced by your
ancestors. You do however, always have those feelings that something is missing that you
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can’t put your finger on (Television, 2011). The Aboriginal people of NSW have felt this
loss of identity most because they were the first point of contact for Captain James Cook
and the colonisers that followed (NSW, 2009).

Filling in the gaps in a student’s identity is a crucial role which at times can be very
challenging for students, educational staff and in some case parents (MacGill, 2008). It is
however essential, as a strong identity greatly helps with student motivation to learn (NSW
Department of Education and Training, 2004).

For many Aboriginal young people, the school becomes the critical factor in
their search for identity (Training, 2010). If they feel accepted and affirmed in
their schools, they will have a much stronger chance of developing a strong
cultural identity. If the school is just another area of pressure and stress, it is
often dismissed as irrelevant and not worth continuing with (New South Wales
Department of Education and Training, 2005, p. 9).

Poor wellbeing, poor attendance, identity difficulties or any mixture of these will
certainly affect a student’s classroom engagement.

4) Engagement
If Aboriginal students are to be engaged in classrooms in a meaningful and lasting way it
revolves around another three “R’s”: relationships, respect, and relevance (New South
Wales Teachers Federation, 2005). Classroom teachers need to have a clear
understanding of how to do this in a positive way. They not only have to know how to do it
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they have to really want to do it. Aboriginal people have long experience with governments
and schools who promise much but deliver little (Herbert, 2010). Their antennae are well
tuned to whether teachers are genuine in wanting to go beyond normal requirements for
Aboriginal students or they are doing it because they feel they have to (Harslett, Harrison,
Godfrey, Partington, & Richer, 1998).

Teacher enthusiasm and positive attitudes to students are identified as important
when working with Aboriginal students. The author suggests that teachers be positive
and give kids a chance, show enthusiasm, give encouragement, find out what
motivates them, and have them experience success. These are competencies
teachers see in themselves and colleagues who are successful with Aboriginal
students (Harslett et al., 1998).

When students are engaged they are more likely to learn and retain that learning.
They are also far more likely to become life-long learners. For all students the
learning itself should not be a grind but an enjoyable experience. Disengaged
learners are far less likely to have good educational outcomes than engaged ones
(Group, 2011; NSW Department of Education and Training, 2004; Team, 2011). The
more disengaged students become, the greater the likelihood they will not be
retained.

5) Retention
Aboriginal students are continuing to drop out at or before Year 10 with a still small
cohort continuing on to Years 11 and 12 (Ministerial Council on Education
Employment, 2005).
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Nationally in 2006, the apparent retention rate from the beginning of
secondary school (Year 7/8) to Year 10 was 91%. That is, 91% of the cohort of
Indigenous students that started Year 7/8 continued through to Year 10
(suggesting that about 9% of Indigenous students in Australia drop out of
secondary school before Year 10; this is close to 20% in South Australia and
New South Wales)(Youth, 2007).

An even smaller number are staying on to complete Year 12.
This rate decreases significantly at traditional post-compulsory schooling years
– 68% to Year 11 and 40% to Year 12. The rates to Years 11 and 12 are where
the largest discrepancies between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students
exist – these discrepancies are of the magnitude of 30–40 percentage points
(and larger in some jurisdictions). Overall, this means that Indigenous students
are half as likely as non-Indigenous students to continue to Year 12 (Youth,
2007).

The National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training, 2006, the
latest available, states that nationally Indigenous HSC completions had decreased
from 51% in 2001 to 46% in 2006. By comparison, the proportion of non-Indigenous
students has increased from 80% in 2001 to 86% in 2006 (Employment and
Workplace Relations Department of Education, 2006). However, if the 2006 Year 12
completion numbers for Aboriginal students are taken from the number who were in
Year 9 four years before, those figures Government gives in the National Report to
Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training 2006 tell a far more negative story
(AESOC Senior Officials Working Party on Indigenous Education, 2006). Retention of
Aboriginal students is a huge issue because if they are not retained they are not
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there to learn anything, and parents play a vital role in Aboriginal student retention
(NSW Department of Education and Training, 2004).

6) Parental involvement
There is no magic formula to gain Aboriginal parental involvement. This has been
and continues to be a hugely problematic area. The Government had a really
successful program called the Aboriginal Student Support and Parent Awareness
Program (ASSPA) (Australian Education Union, 2007; Commonwealth of Australia,
2006). Then, in a decision which I believe from long experience working both for and
with the Government was more about money than results, they abolished it
(Australian Education Union, 2007). When this occurred, NSW Catholic schools lost
eighty per-cent of their parental involvement (see appendix 11A). Its two successors,
Parent School Partnership Initiative (PSPI) and Parent and Community Engagement
Program (PACE), have done absolutely nothing to get parents back into NSW
Catholic schools (see appendix 11A) (S. a. T. Department of Education, 2005;
Department of Education Science and Training, 2005; A. Government, 2011b).

Schools and school staff can gain more parental involvement by building
partnerships with them. However:

You can't have a partnership without a relationship, and you can't have a
relationship without a conversation. You've got to have the conversation.
Everything starts here (What Works the Work Program, 2012b)
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Having the conversation and building these positive relationships can have a flow-on
effect in both creating more supportive home and school environments for a student’s
learning (NSW Department of Education and Training, 2004).

7). Supportive school environment
A supportive school environment is crucial to the learning of all students and especially
Aboriginal students (Mandela, n.d.; Melbourne, 2009). It is especially crucial to Aboriginal
students because Aboriginal people only became a “real” part of schools between 1950
and 1970 and at different times in each state(Board of Studies NSW, n.d.). The 1967
Referendum shifted the responsibility for making Aboriginal policy, including education
policies, from individual states to the Federal Government (Attwood & Marcus, 2007). It
took a while for States to relinquish their power over all areas of Aboriginal life, and it
wasn’t until 1972 that the authority to exclude an Aboriginal child from school, based solely
on their Aboriginality, was removed from the NSW Teacher’s Handbook (Katon, 2002).
The students, even today, through the knowledge passed down to them by, their parents,
grandparents, uncles and aunties bring with them unhappy memories of what schools
used to be like. It is up to schools to provide a much more supportive and happy
environment in which to learn than those before them enjoyed (Creative Spirits, 2012;
What Works the Work Program, 2010). I am a product of that unhappy environment and
time, and strive every day to make sure today’s schools have a much more supportive
environment for Aboriginal children, including my nine grandchildren. As stated previously,
supportive home and school environments are both vital building blocks for a student’s
learning (NSW Department of Education and Training, 2004).

8) Supportive home environment
A supportive home environment is also crucial to the educational success of Aboriginal
students (NSW Department of Education and Training, 2004). However to do this
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successfully, a number of misconceptions, barriers, stereotypes and misunderstandings
need to be overcome by both school staff and Aboriginal parents and communities.

There are several popular myths, stereotypes and misconceptions about Aboriginal people
that are bandied around by non-Aboriginal people (Reconciliation Australia, 2010). One of
these is the myth that Aboriginal people do not value education; nothing could be further
from the truth. They value education highly but it must be on their terms and without loss
or diminishment of their culture and heritage (Ferrari, 2008). Another myth is the
misconception that all Aboriginal families are dysfunctional (What Works The Work
Program, 2012a). This view is the continuing Western mainstream misconception about
Aboriginal culture, family structures and child rearing practices that were the catalyst for
the stolen generation (Personally selected art, n.d.). As with all Australians, some people
from various races, groups, and religions will be dysfunctional but there doesn’t seem to
be the same “they are all dysfunctional” attitude to these people.

We need to consider seriously recent discussions about removing children from
dysfunctional families, initiated by the Minister for Community Services. We
might be presenting an opportunity for the same sorts of events to occur. I
acknowledge that the policy itself is not discriminatory—it does not refer to
Aborigines or non-Aborigines in particular—but sometimes the way policies are
carried out can have a discriminatory impact (Ryan, 2000).

On the other hand some Aboriginal people still harbour misconceptions about today’s
schools and today’s school staff, such as: school staff are racist; school staff have low
expectations of Aboriginal students; school staff have no respect for Aboriginal culture;
school curriculums don’t tell the “real” history of Australia. In my long experience working
in both public and independent schools, this does still occur, but only in a minority of
cases.
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9) Relevant curriculum
Given that Aboriginal people were denied real education until the late 60s it is essential
that they now feel they have some ownership of what is being taught to their children. That
is why it is essential they have some input into the curricula of today’s schools. Currently
that is being done, by including an Aboriginal perspective across the Key Learning Areas
(KLAs). However it is my experience that this is not done well. Often the Aboriginal
perspective is diluted to the point of invisibility. The current debate surrounding the
National Curriculum makes this issue very important. Many Aboriginal education leaders
are unimpressed with the quality and even absence of Aboriginal content in the national
curriculum (Ferrari, 2009).

All of the previously-mentioned nine areas essential to improving Aboriginal educational
outcomes can have a big impact on student motivation.

10). Motivation
When students are unmotivated their learning will be impaired. During the four years of
writing this thesis there have been many periods due to personal circumstances when I
have been completely unmotivated. During these periods I have struggled to write two
sentences. Academic motivation plays a vital role in the levels of student achievement.
When we are low on self-esteem and self-concept it is a huge struggle to motivate
ourselves to do much at all (Jasmine Green, 2006). All, or at least some, of the previouslymentioned nine areas need to be functioning at some level if we are to be motivated to
achieve anything. In the case of more mature students parental involvement is not as
important as for younger people. However even older people benefit from their parents/
family involvement and interest in what they do.
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Aboriginal parents/caregivers and other family members have a role to play in all of the
previously-mentioned areas essential to improving Aboriginal educational outcomes (NSW
Department of Education and Training, 2004). To this stage, the programs developed to
get them more involved have shown little understanding of the root cause of the continuing
reluctance of Aboriginal parents/caregivers to be more involved with schools, namely
Australia’s Aboriginal history. Schools were one of the major instruments of racist policies
such as segregation, assimilation, exclusion and the latest, integration. The memories and
effects of these policies still linger in the minds of Aboriginal people today. Some are
recent memories such as the exclusion policy that was removed from the NSW Teacher’s
Handbook only in 1972 (NSW Department of Aboriginal Affairs, n.d.).

As outlined in the literature review in this chapter, there have been more failures in
Aboriginal education policy and programs than there have been successes. It is clear
a one size fits all solution has not be successful and some broader thinking outside
the square is needed. The following section does just that.

“Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different
results” (Einstein, 2009, p. 1).

Two untried new initiatives
Successful education for all students, including Aboriginal students is about good
relationships among students, teachers, parents, and in the case of Aboriginal students,
AEWs (Partington, 2006). All students need a safe and happy environment in which to
grow, not only in an educational sense, but also to meet the needs of the whole person
(Khavarpour, 2006-2008). The following suggestions based on my professional
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experience, and my Aboriginal life experience, may help to build more effective
relationships, which may lead to better Aboriginal educational outcomes.

Firstly, as an Aboriginal man my greatest sadness is the non-involvement of a significant
percentage of Aboriginal men in the educational side of their children’s lives. They are
quite often involved in the school sporting sides of their children’s lives but not the
educational side. I have worked for many years in both the public and private education
systems, and most school parent meetings are attended predominantly by females.
Further exacerbating this lack of Aboriginal male involvement in schools is that across
Australia, in all schooling systems, the vast majority of teachers are female (Blanchard,
2009; Magazine, 2006).

Even within the NSW Catholic school system, eleven of our twelve Aboriginal Education
Advisors are female as are a large percentage of our one-hundred-and-forty AEWs. It is
not uncommon for me to be mentoring up to five Aboriginal male students who lack an
Aboriginal male educational role model.

In order to address this issue and provide more male education role models for boys, I am
exploring, developing and implementing a motivational program to get Aboriginal men
actively involved.

Secondly, I am exploring the idea of setting-up Aboriginal grandparent school committees.
Grandparents are one of the few groups who can influence parents. They brought them up
so they are well aware of which buttons to push. The same applies to the children.
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Grandparents are the ones who give children the lollies and the cuddles, and are not
viewed by children in the same way as parents. They can influence and motivate children
more positively because they are not as involved in the discipline side of things.

Aboriginal students in boarding schools would also benefit greatly from these initiatives,
but as in a lot of cases, they are a long way from their home communities, a different
approach would need to be taken. The distance factor as well as the cost factor means
that some of the previously-mentioned ten areas vital to improving Aboriginal outcomes
may also need to be addressed differently.

AEWs would be a major key to the success of these initiatives. Firstly, they could assist to
break down the barriers between teachers and Aboriginal students as well as assisting to
build relationships between them. Secondly, they could act as role models, mentors and
motivators to get more fathers involved in the educational side of their child’s education.
Thirdly, they could get across to grandparents the value of the contribution they can make
to their grandchild’s education

There is further discussion in chapter 4 on the unique context and issues that face both
students enrolled and AEWs working in boarding schools.

Summary

This chapter has discussed the socio-economic and educational disadvantage of
Aboriginal Australians, of which the researcher’s personal Aboriginal life story is a
part. This discussion has clearly shown that socio-economic and educational
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disadvantage are very complex things, as are the ways to overcome it; when it
involves cultural aspects it becomes even more complex to overcome.

There was also discussion around the failure to date of governments and
government policies to address the socio-economic and educational disadvantage of
Aboriginal Australians. Governments continually look for the one size fits all solution
to the Aboriginal “problem”. They completely ignore the diversity of Aboriginal
cultures. Western society has always liked to put square pegs in square holes, but
Aboriginal people are-unique round pegs that won’t fit into square holes.

The literature review in this chapter clearly shows there are many individual and societal
impacts of socio-economic, and in particular educational, disadvantage on Aboriginal
people. These impacts vary, although in the main they generally lead to unemployment,
low-paid jobs, poor health, poor housing, low self-esteem and loss of motivation. Their
effects on society manifest themselves in higher welfare payments, higher public health
costs, more demand for public housing and in some cases drug and alcohol abuse, often
followed by higher incarceration rates.

There is discussion on ten vital areas that are still problematic to overcoming Aboriginal
educational disadvantage: student wellbeing, attendance, identity, student engagement,
retention, parental involvement, supportive school environment, supportive home
environment, relevant curriculum and motivation.
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Also highlighted in that chapter were two new initiatives Grandparent Committees and a
motivational program for Aboriginal men that I believe would have positive impacts on the
educational and social outcomes of Aboriginal students. The suggestion I have made
regarding teacher practice in the first week of each school year may also assist in
improving Aboriginal educational and social outcomes. AEWs would be an integral part of
developing and implementing these initiatives.

The next chapter discusses the challenges in developing an effective methodology to
address the research question “Do Aboriginal Education Workers (AEWs) contribute to
improving Aboriginal educational outcomes?” There is also discussion about the ethics
and protocols respected and adhered to in both developing a methodology to answer
the research question and in implementing the survey instrument. Also discussed are
various research designs, the development of the survey instrument, the trial of this
instrument and how the data were analysed.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Introduction

The previous chapter gave an overview of Aboriginal socio-economic disadvantage and in
particular Aboriginal educational disadvantage. Also highlighted in this chapter were the
ten main areas essential to good outcomes for Aboriginal students: Aboriginal student
wellbeing, attendance, retention, engagement, identity, parental involvement, supportive
school environment, supportive home environment, relevant curriculum and motivation.

In this chapter the challenges in developing an effective methodology to address the
research question “Do Aboriginal Education Workers (AEWs) contribute to improving
Aboriginal educational outcomes?” are discussed. There is also discussion about how the
ethics and protocols of conducting research in Aboriginal communities were respected and
adhered to in both developing a methodology to answer the research question and in
implementing the survey instrument. Also discussed are various research designs and why
a multi-method research design was chosen. Finally, there is discussion on the
development of the survey instrument, the trial of this instrument, how the data were
analysed and the ethical procedures followed.

Challenges
Developing a methodology and research instrument to test the research question “Do
Aboriginal Education Workers (AEWs) contribute to improving Aboriginal educational
outcomes?” posed two significant challenges.
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Firstly, prior to 1967 there is very little literature available on any aspect of AEWs, and only
a handful of Aboriginal people were employees of schools. Post 1967, even though AEWs
have been employed in schools in both the public and private sectors since 1974, there
would also appear to be no research carried out on their effectiveness. This posed a
significant problem as there was no prior literature on this subject nor a tried method or
instrument for measuring the effectiveness of AEWs. Coincidentally, since I first posed this
question in 2009, the Western Australia Education system developed an instrument and
conducted research into the effectiveness of AEWs. G.Partington a researcher for this
project informed me that, “there is nothing to my knowledge on the effectiveness of
A.E.W's in improving the educational outcomes of Indigenous students , at least in terms
of improved performance in tests. However qualitative studies may suggest
otherwise”(Partington, 2010) . Unfortunately in writing this thesis, this information was
unavailable as the findings have not yet been released.

Secondly, as with Aboriginal people themselves, AEWs across Australia have a huge
diversity of titles and roles (see appendices 1A to 1G and 2A to 2I). There is also a lot of
ambiguity and confusion amongst students, principals, teachers, parents and sometimes
AEWs themselves as to their roles (Miller, n.d.). Much of the work AEWs do is ad hoc and
not in their role descriptions (see appendix 18). Because of these issues it was very
difficult to isolate the priority of various elements as held by Aboriginal parents, students
and AEWs, as compared with the priorities held by principals and teachers, and those held
by other stakeholders in improving Aboriginal educational outcomes. These groups do not
always have the same priorities and aspirations for Aboriginal students, in either an
educational or a societal sense. The problem to date has been the disparity in the
decision-making power structure between Aboriginal people and schools. Due to the
blighted history of Aboriginal people and the education system, getting them to come to a
normal school event is a major task. Getting them to be on a school committee or school
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parent committee as the only Aboriginal person is almost an impossibility. Even if by some
miracle they agreed to do this there are very few who would speak up on contentious
issues. The next section looks briefly at some positive initiatives that may make inroads
into this issue.

Since 1999, there have been Aboriginal funding agreements made between the
Department of Education Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) and education
providers. A stipulation is that Aboriginal people must be involved in all education decisionmaking involving their children. There have also been targets as to how many Aboriginal
people were members of various school committees (Department of Education Science
and Training & Department of Education Employment and Work Relations, 1999-2008).
This has been a wonderful vision but in reality has been more tokenistic than mandatory.
However this clause from the new Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Action
Plan 2010–2014 gives some hope.

The involvement of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people at all levels of
educational decision-making and the participation of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander principals, teachers, education workers or community members
in schools and classrooms provides strong role models and builds connections,
contributing to a positive impact on educational outcomes (Ministerial Council
for Education, 2011, p. 12).

Also in this plan is a new concept called focus schools. These schools are supposed
to use intensive initiatives to help close the Aboriginal education gaps. If a school
signs up as a focus school they are also required to form an official partnership with
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the local Aboriginal community relating to these initiatives (Ministerial Council for
Education, 2011).

Since 2000, all Aboriginal funding agreements made between DEEWR and all education
providers have contained a clause that Aboriginal people must be involved in all
educational decision-making in relation to their children. While this has been a fine vision,
it has seldom occurred (Department of Education Employment and Work Relations, 2009;
Union, 2007).

The next section outlines the ethical considerations undertaken in relation to this research
project. The majority of these ethical considerations relate to the rules and guidelines for
ethical research of Wollongong University. The two exceptions being those relating
specifically to the Catholic Education System and most importantly to me as an Aboriginal
person those relating to Aboriginal protocols(Board of Studies NSW, 2008).

Ethical considerations that were adhered-to in relation to this research


The Commission for Children and Young People ACT 1998 (People, 1998).



Commission for Children and Young People Amendment Act 2005 No 108 (N.
Government, 2005).



Guidelines for Ethical Research in Indigenous Studies (Studies, 2000).



Wollongong University Code of Practice-Research (Wollongong, 2011).



Wollongong University Privacy Policy (University, 2011).

67



All conditions imposed by the eleven NSW Catholic Dioceses in their
permission to conduct research guidelines were adhered-to.



All local Aboriginal ethical considerations were discussed with the twelve
diocesan Aboriginal Education Advisors and adhered-to(Board of Studies
NSW, 2008).



All participants were given a clear statement in plain English of the intent of all
aspects of this research, along with the right of withdrawal of either party, and
data related to them, at any time (see appendix K).

After researching and reflecting on all the ethical considerations related to this
project, the next step was to select the most appropriate and most effective research
design.

Research design
There are two main research paradigms, quantitative and qualitative (Clarke, 2005;
Corbin, 1998).

Quantitative research
Quantitative research is based on statistics. Its strength is that it can indicate
something is occurring or how many times it has occurred. Its weakness is it can’t
indicate definitively why, in relation to the thoughts, actions and perceptions of
mankind (Sawford, 2001). Using it alone to make an informed decision in relation to
the perceptions or behaviours of any creature that has free will, including man, would
not be logical because no two people or creatures perceive things in exactly the
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same way (National Science and Technology Centre, 2011) What one sees and
what one thinks are filtered through that person’s life experiences (Parrott, 2010).
There are no absolutes when it comes to living creatures (Net, 2011). The following
is evidence of these propositions.

Judging an AEW’s effectiveness, using quantitative measures of student educational
outcomes as determined by the Federal Government, is a severely flawed concept, for a
number or reasons (Mellor & Corrigan, 2004). My credibility in making this statement is
based on ten years of judging quantitative reports for the Department of Education
Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR), and twelve years of compiling them for
the NSW Catholic Education Commission for submission to DEEWR. The latter required
me annually to compile, analyse and deliver on time a hugely complex and detailed report
on all areas of Aboriginal educational outcomes.

There are several flaws in using this type of quantitative data to make informed decisions
on the effectiveness of AEWs.

Firstly, tests such as the National Assessment Plan in Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN)
and its predecessor the Basic Skills Test (BST) are a snapshot of one day in a school
student’s year. The results are further skewed by those students absent or withdrawn on
the day of the exam; taking the Northern Territory as an example, the latter can be a
significant number of students (Kieran Finnane, 2012)
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While previously arguing in favour of tests like NAPLAN, I have changed my
mind about the validity and value of standardised testing (Donnelly, 2010, p. 1).

US and Australian test experts agree that standardised tests like NAPLAN are
unreliable, invalid and cannot be trusted (it’s Lies, damned lies and statistics)
(Donnelly, 2010, p. 1).
What follows is further evidence that the current long-term Government
accountability-reporting framework is a long way from accurate.

In the NSW Catholic system, because of the complexity of collecting, collating and
averaging the attendance data from eleven different diocesan databases, attendance
data has been based on a sample. This sample was across four dioceses but had to
include metropolitan, rural and remote schools. Until 2009 this was even more
complex because forty-six Independent Catholic Congregational schools also had to
be included. Congregational schools belong to particular religious congregations or
orders, such as the Christian Brothers and the Marist Brothers Burden (2000, p. 1).
There is no complete data record of all Aboriginal attendance.

Retention figures in relation to Government accountability reports are based on
apparent retention, which really means, in a lot of cases the students being
measured might not be consistently the same students. This became very clear to
me when doing the retention figures for the NSW Catholic Education Commission. In
some age groups, mainly in secondary, there were retention figures of up to 150%.
This is due to the numbers of Aboriginal students enrolling in Catholic schools just for
senior secondary. The very small numbers of Aboriginal students overall can also
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skew the figures. Sometimes the movement of a few Aboriginal students either way
can mean a gain or loss of between one and ten per-cent in any educational
outcome.

Retention rates are apparent as they do not track individual students through
schooling. What they measure is the ratio of the total number of full-time school
students in a designated year to the total number of students in an earlier
designated year, that is, Year 12, 2003 compared to Year 10, 2001 (NSW
Department of Education and Training, 2004, p. 28).

The Indigenous identifier for both the SC and HSC plays havoc with the results.
Students self-identify on these exams and NSW Catholic schools often have anything
up to 150% more results than they have Aboriginal enrolments for these two exams.
For example, NSW Catholic schools would have 100 students officially enrolled in
Year 12 but when the HSC results were sourced from the NSW Board of Studies it
would show 150 completions. This was because an additional 50 students had
identified as Aboriginal on the test forms. As part of the research on this anomaly I
tracked most of the differences back to two of our Catholic Dioceses, Sydney and
Parramatta. It is my well-founded belief that a lot of Islander students are selfidentifying as Aboriginal for the exams. The reason I believe this is occurring is that
the question asks whether you are Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. I believe a lot
of the students just see the Islander part. Both of these Dioceses have significant
Islander populations, which strengthen my belief this is occurring.
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Qualitative Research
Qualitative research has a similar weakness to quantitative research in making
informed judgements on human perceptions and behaviours. Ten people watching
the same event will give ten different versions of what occurred. The same ten
people will give you ten different reasons explaining why it occurred (Cantril, 1954,
pp. 1-3; Interior, p. 2). However, its strengths are that the information is coming from
those directly involved. It is the way the information is interpreted that is the critical
part.

Both Qualitative and quantitative research have their strengths and weaknesses. For that
reason a mixed-method methodology was chosen.

I chose to use part quantitative research because in my own small way I wish to use
this thesis to influence and change the many things within the arena of education that
are still causing disadvantage for Aboriginal people. This can only be done by
influencing those with their hands on the wheel of Aboriginal education, namely
politicians, bureaucrats and researchers, who rely mainly on statistics because of
their own agendas (Butten, 2008). The problem is these are the people who control
the money, and whether we like it or not, it is money that makes the education wheel
go round (Green, 2011).

I chose to use part qualitative research for two reasons. Firstly, qualitative research is
about telling a story, and as an Aboriginal person I am very comfortable with that
(Zion & Kozleski, 2005). Secondly, and most importantly, I am gathering the real
story, from real people who are involved at the coalface in schools and the
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communities of those schools every day. Researchers often forget that behind every
statistic there is a real person (Mundine, 2005b).

Taking into account the strengths and weaknesses of the research design I chose, I
networked with Aboriginal educational stakeholders in developing the survey research
instrument .

Development of the survey research instrument
All questions in this survey are the result of consultation and agreement between Ross
Tarlinton, Principal of St Joseph’s Hunters Hill, Brian Giles-Brown National Schools
Coordinator of Dare to Lead and the twelve Aboriginal NSW Catholic diocesan advisors of
whom ten are parents. The Likert scale used was in consultation with the same group. It
was numbered to be able to better analyse the data. Additional consultation was held with
both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal staff of the NSW Catholic Education Commission, the
NSW Department of Education and Communities, the Western Australia Department of
Education, Jeff McMullen Journalist and Aboriginal advocate, and my interstate
counterparts. All those named in this research document have given written permission
and are also included in the acknowledgements.

The questions were selected based on what this group perceived to be the major roles
AEWs needed to play in schools to achieve the best possible outcomes for Aboriginal
students. Both the ten Likert and five qualitative questions for the target groups are the
same, but each group has been given a variation of the questions depending on their
personal interactions with and perceptions of the AEW in relation to the particular question
(see appendices 14A-F).
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The views of parents of Aboriginal students were given priority, as parents are the first
educators of their children. They live the whole educational experience with their children
as well as live with the impacts of their child’s education for the rest of their lives. Other
stakeholders such as school staff and the governments, who fund schools, were given a
lesser priority as their roles in the child’s life and impacts on the child’s education finish
when they leave school.

Taking this into account the questions were broken into three themes, in order of
importance according to the consultation group: culture and identity, learning, and
educational outcomes. Question seven appears under both the headings of learning and
educational outcomes for two reasons. Firstly, it appears under the heading learning,
because it relates to attendance; regular attendance would tend to indicate the child is
enjoying coming to school and learning. Secondly, it appears under the heading
educational outcomes because it is a measurable educational outcome. The ten Likert
questions grouped under the three themes follow.

Ten Likert questions under their three selected themes
This next section contains the ten quantitative Likert survey questions under their themes
of supporting culture and identity, learning and educational outcomes.
Supporting culture and identity
Motivation, self-esteem and aspirations were grouped together because they are
interconnected (Amanda Hughes, 2011)
4. I believe having an Aboriginal Education Worker on staff helps in developing the
motivation, self-esteem and aspirations of Aboriginal students.
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Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

5. I believe having an Aboriginal Education Worker on staff helps to demonstrate a school
respects and values Aboriginal culture.
Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

6. I believe having an Aboriginal Education Worker on staff helps reinforce Aboriginal
students’ identities.
Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

Learning
2. I believe having an Aboriginal Education Worker on staff helps Aboriginal students to
enjoy learning.
Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

7. I believe having an Aboriginal Education Worker on staff helps with the attendance of
Aboriginal students.
Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1
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8. I believe Aboriginal students work better in the classroom when an Aboriginal Education
Worker is assisting them.
Strongly Agree
5

Agree

Undecided

4

Disagree

3

2

Strongly Disagree
1

Educational outcomes
1. In a school with Aboriginal students I would prefer to have an Aboriginal Education
Worker on staff.
Strongly Agree
5

Agree

Undecided

4

3

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

3. I believe having an Aboriginal Education Worker on staff helps Aboriginal students to
achieve the school’s expected outcomes.
Strongly Agree
5

Agree

Undecided

4

3

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

7. I believe having an Aboriginal Education Worker on staff helps with the attendance of
Aboriginal students.
Strongly Agree
5

Agree

Undecided

4

3

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

9. I believe Aboriginal students are more likely to complete school because the school has
an Aboriginal Education Worker on staff.
Strongly Agree

Agree

Undecided

Disagree

Strongly Disagree
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5

4

3

2

1

10. I believe if Aboriginal Education Workers were removed from schools Aboriginal
students would not do as well.
Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

2

1

The next section looks at the trialling of the survey instrument.

Trialling the survey instrument
Once the survey instrument was developed it was trialled. This trial was conducted
through the Dare to Lead organisation. Dare to Lead run an innovative program designed
to get principals to take ownership of Aboriginal education in their schools (Lead, 2008).

A selection of one hundred and seven principals nationally completed the survey. They
were from most states, education systems and geo-locations i.e., metropolitan, rural and
remote. They were also from different age groups and genders, and included principals of
both primary and secondary schools.

I consider this trial was a great success for a number of reasons:
Firstly, and most importantly, the principals from the public education sector were more
than prepared to share their insights with someone from the private sector, for the greater
good. A significant number also offered to have further conversations with me.
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Secondly, this survey drew responses from most states and gave me insights into how
things operate educationally in several states.

Thirdly, the majority of feedback was very positive (see appendices 27A and 27B).

The trial survey instrument related to only one of the target groups of the main survey, so
further considerations needed to be taken into account, in relation to its administration to
all the target groups.

Considerations in administering the main survey instrument
The survey instrument was administered by the twelve diocesan Aboriginal education
advisors for the following reasons:



Time-wise and cost-wise it would be impossible for me to administer the survey
instrument.



The Aboriginal advisors know their communities and the protocols that must be
observed.



The Aboriginal advisors have the trust and the respect of the staff of their schools.



The twelve advisors would know most of the Aboriginal students in their schools.

The next section discusses the analysis of the ten Likert questions.

How the ten quantitative Likert survey questions were analysed
The Likert questions were analysed in three ways:
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Firstly, the total responses to each of the ten Likert questions were analysed.
Secondly, the questions were sorted into the categories of supporting culture and identity,
learning and educational outcomes, and analysed as a category.

Thirdly, under the same three themes, they were broken down into the groupings of
Aboriginal adults, school staff/others and students.

Parents of Aboriginal students, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, as well as AEWs, were
grouped together, as in the majority of cases, for them the wellbeing of the child holds
precedence over the educational outcome. As demonstrated earlier in the literature review
for this thesis, Aboriginal people in the main have a different world-view, and this
particularly applies to the education of their children. Even if one parent is non-Aboriginal,
certain traits and beliefs will still form part of the family group’s culture and way of life
(Department of Education Employment and Work Relations, 2011b; Groome, 1995; What
Works the Work Program, 2011). For that reason and as parents are the first educators of
their children, their views needed to be heard separately. The issue of whether Aboriginal
people have a different world-view is contentious with a lot of western academics and
researchers. As an Aboriginal educationalist I have many heated debates on this issue.

Some of the educators who have had a very strong influence on Indigenous education
improvement, such as Dr Ernie Grant, the Jirribal elder who wrote the Holistic Framework
(My Land, My Tracks) used in many Queensland government schools, argues strongly that
Indigenous people as animists see land, culture, time and community in a markedly
different way to the European gaze. He argues that this influences the way Aboriginal
parents and students see the world (Grant, 1999).
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Principals, teachers and others are grouped together because they, as the providers and
administrators of education, may have different priorities, which are not always strictly
educational ones. Their priorities in some cases are dictated by government, which
provides the funds to run the school. I say this because I believe the best principals and
teachers in fact defy government fashions and follow proven educational theories and
methods rather than policies that are changed all too frequently. An example of this is the
role of Aboriginal languages in teaching young Aboriginal children. The Government
pushes against this despite the fact the evidence supports the principals and teachers who
utilise a child’s knowledge of a first language and scaffold them through the stages of
learning English as well(Patty & Harrison, 2010).

Students are grouped separately for two reasons. Firstly, as this thesis looks at whether
AEWs contribute to improving their educational outcomes, it is vital their voice is
heard(Godfrey et al., 1998). They may also have completely different perceptions of the
quality of what is being delivered, because children think differently (Craven et al., 2003;
Eiserer, 1954; Lewis, 2011). Secondly, parents, AEWs, principals and teachers are in
different ways providers of education or educational support to students. The students
themselves are the ones best placed to comment on the quality of the education and
educational support AEWs provide, as they are the recipients...

The data have been analysed in this way to take into account each particular group’s
interactions with, or perceptions of, AEWs. Perceptions are essential. They may produce
different results for each group, or the same results.
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This section explains the purpose of each of the five qualitative Likert survey questions.

Qualitative questions
The five qualitative questions were designed for three important purposes.

Firstly, all five qualitative questions were designed to give respondents the opportunity to
provide some uninhibited comment, rather than the comment likely to be elicited by closed
statistical questions.

Secondly, questions 1 and 3 were designed to clarify some of the mystery and ambiguities
of the AEW role. This particularly relates to what an AEW does in the classroom and what
they do to involve the Aboriginal community in a school.

Thirdly, and most importantly, questions 2, 4 and 5 seek from all stakeholders some
suggestions as to how the AEW could better assist the Aboriginal students in their school.

These are the five qualitative questions:

1. What role do Aboriginal Education Workers play in assisting Aboriginal students with
their learning?

2. What could Aboriginal Education Workers do better to assist individual Aboriginal
students with their learning?

3. How do Aboriginal Education Workers involve the Aboriginal community in the schools
where they assist students?
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4. How can Aboriginal Education Workers best assist you with the learning of Aboriginal
students?

5. Are there any suggestions you would make that may assist all Aboriginal Education
Workers to better support Aboriginal students in completing school?

How the five qualitative Likert survey questions were analysed
The qualitative data were analysed on the basis of whether three or more respondents
gave similar answers to the same question or used key words relating to improving
Aboriginal educational outcomes. This was to ensure that the particular comment did not
just relate to one AEW and one issue in one school. The selected responses were
analysed in two groupings. The first was to clarify some duties that AEWs perform that
people are unclear of. The second sought positive suggestions for improvements to the
AEW role that would benefit students.

Summary
This chapter has demonstrated the challenges involved in finding a methodology that
satisfied the proponents of both quantitative and qualitative research as to the question
“Do Aboriginal Education Workers (AEWs) contribute to improving Aboriginal educational
outcomes?” Firstly, there is a dearth of literature on AEWs prior to 1967. Secondly, AEWs
across Australia have many titles, role descriptions, and unofficial duties. Thirdly, no-one
appears to have conducted research on this topic, making this research not only important
in itself but the basis for future more-focused research on this topic.
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Also discussed was the contentious issue of Aboriginal people having a different worldview particularly in relation to the education of their children? That they do is confirmed by
the views of widely-respected Aboriginal educationalists.

This chapter has shown that using statistical quantitative data such as NAPLAN, test
scores, attendance, retention and external examination results to be the sole judge of the
effectiveness of AEWs is a flawed concept.

The choice of a mixed-method quantitative and qualitative research for this project
satisfies the proponents of both quantitative and qualitative research, especially those who
control the funding.

In putting together this research project, all ethical considerations, including Aboriginal
protocols, were taken into account. There has also been appropriate consultation with both
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people.

A successful trial of the survey instrument was carried out through the Dare to Lead
program. It involved principals across Australia in both the public and independent
education sectors. One hundred and seven surveys were returned, with very positive
response rates on all questions.

The survey instrument was developed in consultation with experienced Aboriginal Advisors
of whom ten were parents, and in consultation with many Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
educationalists across Australia. The survey instrument was implemented in an ethical and
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appropriate manner, by Aboriginal people who have the respect of both their local
Aboriginal community and the schools of their Catholic Diocese.

There was discussion around how the ten quantitative Likert survey questions would be
analysed, first under three themes: culture and identity; learning; and educational
outcomes; then further analysed in three stakeholder groups: students, parents and
AEWs; principals and teachers; and other stakeholders. This was to see if their particular
group’s interactions with, or perceptions of, AEWs might produce different results, or in
fact similar results.

Finally, there was discussion of the process of how the five qualitative Likert questions
were to be analysed. To do this they were put into two groupings. Questions 1 and 3 were
designed to clear up some of the mystery and ambiguities of the AEW role. Questions 2, 4
and 5 sought from all stakeholders some suggestions as to how the AEWs could better
assist the Aboriginal students of their schools.

The next chapter discusses the history of Aboriginal education and AEWs nationally, and
specifically in the case of NSW Catholic schools. Also discussed are the various issues
facing AEWs in today’s schools. Finally, there is discussion of the additional issues faced
by AEWs working in Boarding schools.
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Chapter 4: Aboriginal Education Workers (AEWs)
Introduction

The previous chapter outlined the challenges in developing the methodology that has
produced the results for this chapter. It explained why a mixed-method research design
was preferred and also demonstrated the ethical procedures followed in developing the
methodology. There was also discussion about the development of the survey instrument,
its implementation and how the data would be analysed.

This chapter discusses the history of Aboriginal education in general and the history and
catalysts for the introduction of AEWs to both public and Catholic schools specifically. It
also discusses the philosophies and rationales for their introduction to both public and
Catholic schools. There is discussion on the various titles and roles of Aboriginal
Education Workers nationally. Also discussed are the various issues facing AEWs in
today’s schools. Finally there is discussion of the additional issues faced by AEWs working
in Boarding schools.

In order to understand the true value of Aboriginal Education Workers (AEWs) it is
important to know: the history of AEWs; the philosophy and rationale behind their
introduction; the issues they face; and the political pressures around the role and how the
role has developed, and continues to do so. There are two sides to every story, so in order
to achieve a balanced view it is important to look at these things from both an Aboriginal
and a non-Aboriginal perspective.
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History of AEWs in Australian schools pre-1967
It was in NSW public schools where the idea of AEWs was born and first
implemented, hence their inclusion here (Fletcher, 1989). It will become clear
that prior to 1967 there is a lack of information about AEWs at both state and
national levels.

Aboriginal people, as students in western education in Australia, date back to
Bennelong in 1789 (Fletcher, 1989) However, the history of Aboriginal people
as staff in schools is far harder to document as are their roles up until 1967.
Until that time, there are only a few references to Aboriginal teachers and
Aboriginal people who assisted teachers (no official titles at that time)
(Fletcher, 1989).

In 1867 Bessy Smith, an Aboriginal teacher, accepted an offer to teach at Ramahyuck
mission station in Victoria. Sadly her tenure was short-lived as the superintendent, Rev. F.
A Hagenauer, was intent on securing her and four other young women as wives for his
Aboriginal converts to Christianity (Attwood, 2005).

Bindi MacGill refers to Anangu teaching assistants working at Ernabella Mission School in
South Australia in the 1940s, although no names are mentioned (MacGill, 2008).

Clean, Clad & Courteous (Fletcher, 1989) is the most authoritative work on Aboriginal
education in NSW, and even it provides limited information. Its only references to
Aboriginal school staff are John Lewis, a teacher at Moonahcullah Aboriginal School, an
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Aboriginal, two-year teacher-trained male Education Officer who took up a position in 1951
at Burnt Ridge Aboriginal school near Kempsey, and another Aboriginal male who in 1953
took up a similar position at Cabbage Tree Island Aboriginal School (Fletcher, 1989).

Survival, another highly regarded book on the history of NSW Aboriginal people, in both its
1986 and updated 2005 editions does not mention Aboriginal school staff prior to 1967
(Parbury, 1986, 2005). They are not mentioned in the Encyclopaedia of Aboriginal
Australia (David Horton, 1994).

A 2010 publication by the NSW Board of Studies stated that in 1940, on the abolition of the
Aboriginal Protection Board (APB), the NSW Department of Education started to employ
Aboriginal teachers (Cadzow, 2010). However, the real situation is confused because the
Board of Studies publication says that Evelyn Robinson became the first Aboriginal
teaching graduate in 1956 and began her teaching career at Burnt Bridge Aboriginal
School on the North Coast (Cadzow, 2010). The ambiguity around who was the first NSW
Aboriginal teacher may have to do with the standards required for a teacher. Prior to
Evelyn Robinson’s appointment, a university teaching degree was not required to teach in
an Aboriginal school. The only requirement was to observe a practising teacher for a week
or two (Fletcher, 1989).

There are no officially available public school role statements for AEWs pre1967. However, as mission schools and Aboriginal reserves played a very big
role in Aboriginal education prior to 1967 it is essential that they are included in
any further research on this topic.
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Catalysts for Introduction of AEWs to NSW schools post-1967
There were several catalysts that brought about the introduction of AEWs to
NSW Schools.

The first occurred in 1963 when Alan Duncan, a teacher with the Department of
Education (DE) was appointed a lecturer in Aboriginal Adult Education at the
University of Sydney. Coincidentally, he was the Chairman of the NSW
Teachers Federation Aboriginal Schools Committee. Wearing both of these
hats, in September 1963 he asked the Department of Education if it would carry
out a survey of Aboriginal children in government schools. He wanted to do this
to better plan his own work around Aboriginal Adult Education. As a carrot to
get the Department of Education to conduct this survey he said it may help
them to gauge the progress of Aboriginal students to detect any noticeable
“retardation” (Fletcher, 1989).

The request was denied on the grounds there should be no differentiation
among students. So going through the back door he convinced the NSW
Teachers Federation to conduct the survey. The findings of this survey rang
alarm bells for teachers on how badly Aboriginal students were faring (Fletcher,
1989). Not being impressed by what they believed to be interference by the
Teachers Federation, it would appear the Department of Education went into
damage control. For the next five years, the only publicly available figures on
Aboriginal schooling, were those of the Teachers Federation survey (Fletcher,
1989). This survey, however, with its accompanying media coverage putting
pressure on governments, convinced the NSW Department of Education that
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they needed to respond (Fletcher, 1989). One step it took was the employment
of AEWs (Fletcher, 1989).

The second catalyst was the 1966 strike by the Gurindji people at Wave Hill
Station, led by Vincent Lingiari, over their pitiful wages and conditions
(Parbury, 2005). The subsequent media coverage awakened the consciousness
of Australia to the plight of Aboriginal Australians. Australia had finally come of
age on human rights for the first Australians. Ordinary Australians in increasing
numbers put pressure on governments to change the policies that had so
unfairly affected Aboriginal people, including in the vital area of education.
Improvements in education eventually led to the introduction of AEWs to
schools in 1974 (Fletcher, 1989).

The third was Charles Perkins’ “Freedom Ride” in 1967, an event that further
awakened Australia to all the things Australians didn’t know about the horrific
treatment of Aboriginal people and perpetrated or condoned by all levels of
government since settlement (Parbury, 2005; Rudd, 2008). Charles was
accompanied by the Reverend Ted Noffs of the Wayside Chapel at Kings Cross
and thirty “white” University of Sydney students, from a group called Student
Action for Aborigines (SAFA) (Foley, 2005a; Parbury, 2005). Apart from the
time Aboriginal workers conducted a strike in Darwin in 1950 and were
supported by the North Australian Workers Union (NAWU), this was the only
time that Aboriginal people had been politically supported by non-Aboriginal
people in this way (Foley, 2005b).
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Charles Perkins and his “freedom riders” confronted severe racism in many
towns (Parbury, 2005). The resulting media coverage contributed to the record
90.77% ‘yes’ vote in the 1967 referendum (Dawkins, 2004; Fletcher, 1989;
Korff). Charles Perkins placed great value on education and was one of the first
Aboriginal people to attend university. It was while at university that he
developed the idea of the Freedom Ride. It was the influence and charisma of
Aboriginal people like Charles that opened the doors of schools to both
students and Aboriginal staff such as AEWs (Janet Mooney, 2000).

Fourth was the 1967 referendum itself (Australia). It was a watershed in
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal relations and signalled to the world that Australia
had accepted its human rights obligations to its Aboriginal peoples. This event
triggered the constitutional requirement for all States to hand over the
responsibility for Aboriginal Affairs to the Commonwealth Government (Attwood
& Marcus, 2007). It finally gave all Australians a chance to see the big picture
on the treatment of Aboriginal people rather than the rosy ones often painted
by State governments and their media allies (Miley, 2006; Mills, 2010; Plater,
1985).

History, philosophy and rationale of the introduction of AEWs to NSW public
schools post-1967
The first two AEWs were employed in 1974 under a pilot scheme at Walhallow School and
at Weilmoringle School. It was hoped that the project and its training course would
increase teachers’ understanding of Aboriginal children’s kinship ties and value systems. It
was also hoped that it would increase student motivation and create additional vocational
opportunities for “responsible” Aborigines (Fletcher, 1989) .
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The pilot scheme was funded by the Commonwealth and was so successful that in 1975
over twenty AEWs were appointed to NSW public schools. This was followed in 1976 by
sixty-seven AEWs being appointed; sixty were appointed to public schools and seven to
non-Government schools. A condition of employment was completion of a twelve-month
AEW training course run by the University of Sydney, with three months having to be on
campus (Fletcher, 1989).

Subsequently, the NSW Teachers Federation requested the number be raised to one
hundred so that any school with more than twenty Aboriginal enrolments could employ an
AEW. The NSW Government and the Commonwealth Government disagreed over who
should fund the employment of AEWs (Fletcher, 1989). The Commonwealth’s view was
that they were a short-term funder and if an initiative proved successful state and territory
governments should then take funding responsibility (Fletcher, 1989). This view is still held
by the Commonwealth regarding the funding of some Aboriginal programs (Watson, 2003).

The next recommendation to employ AEWs in more schools’ came from the 1980 Select
Committee of the Legislative Assembly upon Aborigines. The Committee recommended
that the number of AEWs be increased and for them to be used more constructively in
schools (Fletcher, 1989).

From that point the greatest growth of AEWs came about with the advent of targeted
Aboriginal education funding being provided to education systems and providers to
improve Aboriginal education outcomes. Targeted Aboriginal funding plays a huge role in
the employment of AEWs; the reality is that from the inception of AEWs in 1974 to the
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present day it is unlikely that AEWs would exist without it (Education Queensland, 2002;
Strevens, 2010). In NSW Catholic schools, 70% to 80% of targeted Aboriginal funding is
used for the salaries and on-costs of AEWs (Department of Education Science and
Training & Department of Education Employment and Work Relations, 2004; Frank
Pearce, 1999-2008). The NSW Department of Education and Training (DET) have a much
larger AEW staff as well as nine times more Aboriginal students. This would lead logically
to the conclusion that the salaries and on-costs of its AEWs would at least proportionally
match NSW Catholic schools. “The bulk of IESIP funds are spent on wages and salaries”
(Education Queensland, 2002).

Prior to 1990 there were at least eight funding programs that supported Aboriginal
education (Department of Education Science and Training, 2003). The weakness of these
programs was that they were submission-based; it became quickly obvious that the bestwritten submission not necessarily the best program was usually successful. In 1990 the
Commonwealth passed the Indigenous Education (Supplementary Assistance) Act 1989
(Australian Government, 2009c) which supported the Aboriginal Education Policy (AEP)
(Cadzow, 2010) through an Aboriginal Education Strategic Initiatives Program (AESIP)
(Department of Education Science and Training, 2001).

The Act determined and defined four objectives:


Increasing Aboriginal involvement in educational decisions



Equal access to education by Aboriginals



Equity of participation by Aboriginals in education



Equitable and appropriate education outcomes for Aboriginals.
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The Act’s major weakness was that it did not support Aboriginal employment in any form in
schools (Australian Government, 2009c). Aboriginal employment as a target wasn’t
included in financial agreements with all education systems until the advent of the
Indigenous Education Strategic Initiatives Program (IESIP) in 2001 (Department of
Education Science and Training, 2001).

The Aboriginal Education Strategic Initiatives Program (AESIP) and the Aboriginal
Education Direct Assistance Program (AEDAP) were launched in 1990 (Department of
Education Science and Training, 2001). These two programs did not have as a funding
requirement that Aboriginal people be employed as AEWs or in any other school position.
Education systems and schools were not challenged to focus on giving Aboriginal people
employment opportunities. In 1997 these two initial programs were replaced by the
Indigenous Education Strategic Initiatives Program (IESIP) and the Indigenous Education
Direct Assistance Program (IEDA) (Employment and Work Relations Department of
Education, 2001). As part of the new triennial funding agreements the following clause was
inserted and targets required on the employment of Aboriginal people. “Increase
Indigenous employment in education and training” (Department of Education Science and
Training, 2003, p. 5).

In NSW public schools, AEW employment peaked in about 2005 and the number
employed has been “unofficially” frozen, and continues to be frozen since that time (ABC
South East, 2010; Strevens, 2010).

The next section clarifies some of the confusion and ambiguities around the roles of
AEWs.
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Why the role of AEWs is still a mystery to some school staff and
sometimes themselves
Since 1967 Aboriginal people working in Australian schools in roles similar to
classroom assistants and teacher assistants have had different titles in
different states. These titles may also vary across the different education
systems in the same state. There is little consistency in either their official role
descriptions and even less consistency in the many unofficial tasks they carry
out in the course of their work (see appendices 1A-1G and 2A-2I).

Various titles of AEWs across Australian schools post-1967 (appendices A and B).
Table 1
State or Territory

System

Job Title

ACT

Public Schools

Aboriginal Home Liaison Officer (AHLO)

ACT

Catholic Schools

Indigenous Assistant (IA )

Northern Territory

Public Schools

Aboriginal and Islander Education Worker
(AIEO)

Northern Territory

Catholic Schools

Urban

Schools

Indigenous

Education

Workers (IEW)
Remote Schools Teacher Assistant (TA)
NSW

Public Schools

Aboriginal Education Officer (AEO)

NSW

Catholic Schools

Aboriginal Education Worker (AEW)

Queensland

Public Schools

Community Education Counsellor (CEC)

Queensland

Catholic Schools

Indigenous Teacher Assistant (ITA)

South Australia

Public Schools

Aboriginal Education Worker (AEW)
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South Australia

Catholic Schools

Indigenous Education Officer (IEO)

Tasmania

Public Schools

Aboriginal Education Worker (AEW)

Tasmania

Catholic Schools

Teacher Assistant (ATA)

Victoria

Public Schools

Koori Educator (KE)

Victoria

Catholic Schools

Koori Education Worker (KEW)

Western Australia

Public Schools

Aboriginal & Islander Education Officer
(AIEO)

Western Australia

Catholic Schools

Aboriginal Teaching Assistant (ATA)

Roles of AEWs in NSW public schools post-1967
In 1972 the first NSW university-trained teachers’ aides assisted students with language
and teaching approaches in the classroom and were educational role models (Janet
Mooney, 2008). Aside from this ground-breaking course, the only NSW Department of
Education and Training (DET) AEW equivalent role descriptions currently available are for
1996, 2009 and 2010 (see appendices 1A to 1D). The Tasmania Department of Education,
Northern Territory Department of Education and Training and Western Australia
Department of Education also have similar AEW role descriptions (see appendices 1E, 1F
and 1G).

The 2009 NSW DET AEW role description falls under four main categories: student
support; community support; teacher support; and, other duties (see appendix 1B). The
revised 2010 DET AEW role description has four broad categories: working with teachers;
working as part of a school team to support students; liaising with the principal and staff;
and, other duties (see appendix 1C). The glaring difference between the two is the
omission of community support. Given the current Federal Government’s focus on
programs to promote Aboriginal community engagement, leaving out the community
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support part of the AEW role would appear to be counterproductive (Department of
Education Employment and Work Relations, 2010).

Interestingly, the 1996 NSW DET AEW role descriptions bear some similarities to the old
“clean, clad and courteous” policies of earlier governments (see appendix 1A) (Fletcher,
1989). Under its pastoral care section in 1996, the AEW was responsible for the behaviour
and hygiene of Aboriginal students (see Appendix 1A). Subsequently, in the NSW
Department of Education and Training 2009 and 2010 AEW role descriptions, AEWs no
longer have pastoral care responsibilities for Aboriginal students (see appendices 1B and
1C). This is also an interesting approach as, since AEWs were first employed in schools
their main roles have been about Aboriginal student wellbeing and creating an
environment for Aboriginal students conducive to learning.

Some issues facing AEWs in today’s public schools
The issues facing AEWs in today’s public schools can be classified into three basic areas:
(1) Government and bureaucracies; (2) school-level issues (3) their community.

Government and bureaucracies
The levels of funding, both state and federal, that are allocated to schools determine their
staffing levels and the quality of programs they are able to maintain. The growing
pressures on schools to be community hubs and provide more and more services severely
stretch them. They are then forced to prioritise and sadly, even though Aboriginal
education is supposed to be a top priority, it often ends up well down the list (Frank
Pearce, 2010).
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The new Federal Labor Government in 2008 eliminated the targeted status of the
Aboriginal funding that was used to employ most AEWs in all systems (see appendix 26).
Previously, under the IESIP program it was a requirement to spend a minimum of twentyfive per-cent of the funding on Aboriginal employment and training (Queensland
Government, 2002). In reality the funding expended across most education systems on
Aboriginal employment and training was between sixty-five and seventy-five per-cent
(Frank Pearce, 2010).

Aboriginal funding now comes under the Schools Assistance Act 2008 (Australian
Government, 2008). Under the policies of the current Federal Government it is now added
to the overall recurrent funding that schools receive for all programs. The Aboriginal
component of overall federal school funding is calculated using an Aboriginal student percapita rate (O'Connor, 2010). The 2009 rates were:
Primary non-remote

$1,600 per student

Primary remote

$3,850 per student

Secondary non-remote

$2,250 per student

Secondary remote

$4,400 per student

This funding is then mainstreamed into the system’s overall General Recurrent Grants
funding with the understanding that it will be used in good faith for the benefit of Aboriginal
students in closing the gap in educational outcomes and Year 12 attainments (Australian
Education Union, 2002).

Another issue in the area of Aboriginal education funding is the NSW Government
experiencing financial difficulties as is well-publicised; this may explain the lack of security
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of AEW and teacher’s aide positions. The following illustrates why AEWs feel insecure in
their jobs:

Some teacher’s aides in NSW schools have been working in the job for up to
15-20 years but are still employed as temporary workers. The NSW DET has
told teacher’s aides-learning support officers (LSOs) it cannot make their
position permanent because the funding for their position comes from the
Commonwealth. However the Public Service Association claims some LSO
positions have been running for up to 20 years, with no question the funding will
continue, so there is no reason to keep most positions as temporary positions.
Of course the NSW DET has been taking advantage of the goodwill of teacher’s
aides for decades. Many are mothers who want part-time work while their
children are at school, so they are soft targets. At the end of each year they
have no guarantee their job will continue, but they are asked back, year after
year. It is demoralising to have such experience and connection with a school
so easily dismissed and so terribly undervalued (Parker, 2009, p. 1).

Funding for AEWs comes from the same source, so it is only logical that their positions
would be just as uncertain (Frank Pearce, 2010).

School-level racism

Just some of the issues facing AEWs in schools today are racism, cultural isolation, lack of
staff cultural awareness, role confusion, low expectations, and repercussions of Aboriginal
funding.
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Firebrace maintains that racism is still a big issue for Aboriginal people. In 2007,
she suffered 44 counts of racial violence while teaching at a private secondary
school in eastern Victoria. Some senior teachers encouraged racial hatred
among students to pressure Firebrace out of her job. She was nicknamed the
“Black Gorilla” and had her car spattered with blood. Firebrace finally quit after a
student tried to stab her with a pair of scissors (Said, 2010, p. 1).

Racism is still alive and well in many schools and is a big issue for AEWs, both in a
personal sense and on behalf of the Aboriginal students in their care (see appendix 5A).
This can be confirmed by sitting in any school staff room listening to casual conversations
when staff are relaxed and with their guards down. While in this modern era we are all
inundated with racism policies, particularly in schools; policy however in a lot of cases
does not translate to attitudinal and behavioural change. Schools are a reflection of
society, and any form of media on any given day will confirm racism is alive and well in
both. Racist school staff are of particular concern as they are the ones educating and
influencing the citizens of tomorrow (see appendix 5A).

Cultural isolation
Cultural isolation is an issue for AEWs because in the main they are cultural islands within
their schools. Except in a small number of cases, they are the only Aboriginal adult in their
school, which can make it a very lonely place (MacGill, 2008). Those AEWs working in
rural and remote areas suffer this cultural isolation to a greater extent because they are
often many miles from a school with another AEW or Aboriginal staff member. This cultural
isolation can have a big impact on AEW wellbeing, which in turn can impact on their
Aboriginal students. Aboriginal life revolves around family, extended family and
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relationships in a very personal physical and spiritual sense. They have telephones and
email, but Aboriginal people on the whole need the physical and spiritual presence of
another Aboriginal person to achieve a degree of cultural comfort.

Lack of staff cultural awareness in relation to AEWs’ cultural obligations, particularly in
relation to Sorry Business (funerals), is a big issue (Australian Academy of Medicine and
Surgery, 2010; Australian National University, 2010). Unlike non-Aboriginal Australians,
leaving aside a few Islander and other ethnic groups, Aboriginal people are close in a very
personal way to the members of their extended family. When one of their extended family
passes away, in most cases they “need” to attend the funeral. As a lot of AEWs, in
particular those in metropolitan schools have their home communities in rural and remote
areas, they will need to travel home, and that takes time. Sometimes this can take a week,
as there is also the mourning process to take into account. Travel costs also play a big
factor in how long a cultural obligation may take, as often Aboriginal people have to drive
or go by bus because they can’t afford an airfare. School staff very seldom understand any
of this; I personally have had the comment made to me on a number of occasions “if one
of my distant family dies I only take the day of the funeral off; how come Aboriginal people
are often off work for so long?”

School staff, in particular teachers, for whatever reason often have low expectations of
AEWs and Aboriginal staff in general (MacGill, 2008).

Evelyn Crawford had worked for two years as an unpaid “reading mum” at the
local school at Brewarrina, before taking an aide’s position in 1977. She tells
how “… white teachers had assumed that the teacher’s aides were there to
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wash the cups and tea-towels, and if the teacher or kids made a mess it was
the Aboriginal person’s job to clean it up” (Evelyn Crawford, 1993, P. 278).

This sort of thing is still happening in schools today, for example setting-up classrooms,
photo copying, bus driving, and using private vehicle to transport students. The low
expectations of other school staff and confusion over their role description versus what
they are required to do is a concern for a lot of AEWs (Flanders, 2004).

Aboriginal funding in any form is subject to more accountability than any other government
program at both state and federal levels; this can have a negative impact at school level.
As schools get caught up in more and more paperwork in relation to Aboriginal funding
and programs it doesn’t make Aboriginal workers the most popular people in the school
and certainly doesn’t help in maintaining good relationships.

Application processes for accessing Parent School Partnership Initiative (PSPI)
funding are difficult and onerous; it has made the funding inaccessible for many
schools and has further contributed to the deterioration of positive relationships
between Indigenous parents and schools (Moyle, 2005, p. 4).

Each year over my ten years with CEC, NSW I have had to request more and more
detailed and complex data from schools. This on occasions has led to heated discussions
with school staff when requesting even more data (Frank Pearce, 1999-2008) .

Community level

In most cases AEWs work in the communities in which they reside; this can have both
positive and negative impacts. On the positive side they generally know most of the local
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community and have established relationships. In some cases their extended family are
also part of the community. This can assist the school greatly in the early identification of
issues that may arise for Aboriginal students. This gives the school a chance to address
these issues at an early stage before they become major issues. A good relationship
between the AEW and the local community also helps the school to engage in a positive
way with their Aboriginal community for the benefit of all stakeholders (Board of Studies
NSW, 2001, 2008).

On the negative side if the relationship between the AEW and the community sours it can
be extremely traumatic for the AEW as well as school staff who may receive a backlash
from the community. It can also have a very negative impact on the students especially if
they are related to the AEW. When this occurs I am often enlisted to resolve the issues
because in my position I have always been, and been seen as neutral. In the majority of
cases I have been successful, but some issues particularly if they are very long term
issues may never be resolved.

Background to the context and governance of NSW Catholic schools
When discussing anything within the arena of Catholic education, including AEWs, the
religious context must always be taken into account as it has a great bearing on everything
that happens at every level in Catholic schools; it is what the ethos of Catholic education is
about. It also plays a huge role in the day-to-day operation of Catholic schools and the
employment of AEWs. When discussing Catholic education and in particular, NSW
Catholic education, as well as the religious aspects the other factor that needs to be
understood is the complex management structures that dictate the day-to-day operation of
NSW Catholic schools (Brown, 2011).
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Firstly, at the State level there is the NSW Council of Bishops, which is responsible for all
things Catholic in NSW including Catholic schools. Secondly, there is the NSW Catholic
Education Commission (NSW CEC) established by the NSW Bishops in 1974 and
responsible to them for all educational issues. It should be noted that the commission has
no role or authority in the day-to-day operation of NSW Catholic schools; that role is
decentralised to diocesan education offices or individual schools (Catholic Education
Commission NSW, 2008).

Those two bodies have overall control of the big picture in relation to all things related to
education in NSW Catholic schools. However, the authority and responsibility for the dayto-day running of Catholic systemic schools lies with the Bishops of the eleven Catholic
Dioceses and the eleven Diocesan Education Directors. At a local level the parish priest
may also choose to be involved (Gilchrist, 2000).

Each Bishop has overall responsibility for all things Catholic within his Archdiocese or
Diocese and the Director of Education’s sole responsibility is for the schools within the
Archdiocese or Diocese (Catholic Education Commission of NSW, 2010).

As if all the complexities of the governance of Catholic schools already stated is not
enough, the NSW Catholic System has forty-six Congregational schools belonging to
various religious congregations or orders (e.g. Marist Brothers, Sisters of the Good
Samaritan, Christian Brothers) which, although falling under the umbrella of NSW Catholic
schools are independent in their governance and operation (B. Kerr, 2009).
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As stated previously, the single greatest influence on NSW Catholic schools (and I would
say nationally) is the Catholic religious context, and this is where the history of AEWs in
NSW Catholic schools began. The catalyst was the 1986 visit of Pope John Paul II to
Australia and his speech in Alice Springs to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people of Australia.

History, philosophy and rationale of AEWs in the NSW Catholic education system

There were two main factors that led to the introduction of AEWs to NSW Catholic schools,
and I believe to Catholic schools nationally. Firstly and most importantly, was the influence
of Pope John Paul ll. The Address of John Paul II to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples at Blatherskite Park in 1986 had a profound effect on all Australians, and in
particular those of the Catholic faith. His message of the vital need for reconciliation
became a major political theme of the 1990’s (O'Sullivan, 2006).

Excerpts from the address of John Paul II to the Aborigines and Torres Strait
Islanders in "Blatherskite Park"

Alice Springs (Australia), 29th November 1986

Dear Brothers and Sisters, it is a great joy for me to be here today in Alice
Springs and to meet so many of you, the Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders
of Australia. I want to tell you right away how much the Church esteems and
loves you, and how much she wishes to assist you in your spiritual and material
needs.
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As you listen to the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ, seek out the best things of
your traditional ways. If you do, you will come to realize more and more your
great human and Christian dignity. Let your minds and hearts be strengthened
to begin a new life now. Past hurts cannot be healed by violence, nor are
present injustices removed by resentment. Your Christian faith calls you to
become the best kind of Aboriginal people you can be. This is possible only if
reconciliation and forgiveness are part of your lives. Only then will you find
happiness. Only then will you make your best contribution to all your brothers
and sisters in this great nation. You are part of Australia and Australia is part of
you. And the Church herself in Australia will not be fully the Church that Jesus
wants her to be until you have made your contribution to her life and until that
contribution has been joyfully received by others (Australian Catholic Bishops,
2006, pp. 1,4).

This was the call to “real “ action on behalf of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
that the Catholic Church so badly needed after so many years of looking the other way at
their ill-treatment and being inadvertent contributors to it through supporting many racist
government policies. Pope John Paul II, as the head of the Roman Catholic Church, told
all Catholics, regardless of rank or position in life to “walk the talk “of reconciliation rather
than continuing to pay it lip service (Mundine, 2005a, p. 1).

Prior to the visit of Pope John Paul II to Australia in 1986, NSW Catholic schools gave little
if any focus to the particular needs of Aboriginal students, so it is obvious there was little
need for Aboriginal staff to address those needs in a culturally appropriate way. From the
earliest records available, the only mention of Aboriginal enrolments in NSW Catholic
105

schools, from 1973 to 1988, is a sole NSW CEC handwritten record stating that in 1973
there were 143 Aborigines and 68,808 others enrolled in NSW Catholic Schools (Andrew
Forbes, 2010).

The second greatest influence on the introduction of AEWs to NSW Catholic schools was
the advent of AESIP funding specifically targeted at improving the educational outcomes of
Aboriginal students (Department of Education Science and Training, 2003; Smith, 2005;
Vander Heide, 2010). In schools today, lack of funding is an ongoing concern, particularly
in relation to staffing, which takes up in most cases between 70% and 80% of a school’s
budget. Contrary to the picture painted ever more frequently by all sections of the media,
all Catholic schools are not awash with money. In fact Catholic systemic schools, when
taking into account both State and Federal funding to schools, get less per student than
public schools (Canavan, 2008; Council of Catholic School Parents, 2009; White, 2009).
On a personal note, when working in the public sector before taking up my current tenure
with Catholic schools in 1999, I also believed that all Catholic schools had loads of money.
After ten years of watching and participating in the struggle of Catholic Systemic schools,
which are the vast majority, to even maintain their current educational services to their
students and communities I can truthfully state this is definitely not the case.

Roles of AEWs in NSW Catholic schools post-1967

All eleven NSW Catholic Dioceses are autonomous employers and have differing AEW
role descriptions (see appendices 2A to 2I). This is good in some ways and problematic in
others.
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On the positive side it allows them to better adapt AEW roles to more localised conditions.
This is unlike NSW public schools that have standardised AEW roles across all of NSW
regardless of local needs. Catholic principals also have more authority in developing the
role of the AEW at the school level.

On the negative side, because there are so many job descriptions, it is very hard to mount
an industrial case for better working conditions and remuneration (see appendices 1A to
1G and 2A to 2I). It can also lead to a lot of role confusion for AEWs who move to another
diocese or school.

Across the eleven dioceses there are also forty-six non-systemic Catholic schools, known
as Congregational schools, who are also individual employers in their own right (B. Kerr,
2009). Those that employ AEWs also have their own AEW role descriptions. In the main it
is the Congregational Boarding schools that employ AEWs. The roles of AEWs in these
schools is extremely complex and demanding as they are usually responsible for the usual
day-to-day needs of Aboriginal students, as well as most of the needs of Aboriginal
students in the boarding area. In a lot of cases they are also responsible for engaging with
Aboriginal parents in often distant communities (see appendices 2E, 2G and 2I).

The roles of AEWs across the eleven dioceses and forty-six congregational Catholic
schools are many and varied, but in general involve things like student support, teacher
support and community support. In these roles they are required to do things such as:


Liaise with Aboriginal parents and the local Aboriginal community.



Assist parents with enrolment enquiries, school fees.
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Assist teachers with Aboriginal students in class, either individually or in small
groups.



In some cases monitor Aboriginal student attendance and behaviour.



Assist teachers with matters in the development of programs for Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal students with particular emphasis on Aboriginal education.



Be a key figure in the pastoral care of students, particularly Aboriginal students.



Assist teaching staff in developing and implementing a curriculum that is
appropriate for the Aboriginal students of the school.



Assisting Aboriginal students and parents in the transition from primary to high
school.

(see appendices 2A-2I).

In the essential areas of literacy and numeracy they may be required to:


Assist students by doing group work in maths and English.



Assist students individually who need to develop maths and reading skills



Work in classrooms and assist students by modifying reading/writing tasks.



Encourage students to gain self-confidence to attempt tasks.



Ensure students know that AEWs are there to support them.



Answer student questions, queries or uncertainties in a sensitive and calm manner.



Gain the trust of students in order to assist them with spelling/punctuation, essay
writing/maths/identification of formulas, etc.

108



Encourage students to read books that are of interest to them, which will encourage
students to read independently with more confidence and read a wider variety of
books.

(see appendix 18A).

Issues facing AEWs in NSW Catholic schools today
AEWs in Catholic schools have all the same issues that come under the same broad
headings of: (1) Government and bureaucracies; (2) school-related issues (3) their
community, as those highlighted earlier under the heading “Issues facing AEWs in today’s
public schools”. But as if that is not enough, there are some issues around the religious
context of their roles.

Government and bureaucracies

As mentioned previously under the same heading for public schools, the abolition of
targeted funding by the Department of Education, Employment and Work Relations had a
big impact. The Catholic Education Commission NSW Aboriginal Advisory Committee has
managed to avoid this impact at least until 2012. The committee put together a paper
outlining the significant improvement in Aboriginal outcomes since the inception of
targeted funding. This recommendation was approved by the Catholic Education
Commission NSW at its June 2009 meeting (S. B. Kerr, 2009). NSW Catholic schools are
the only education system in NSW and possibly nationally to keep by choice their Federal
Aboriginal Education funding targeted.
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Constantly changing government directions, priorities and guidelines can also cause
AEWs a lot of stress as they struggle to adapt to the frequent changes that often add to an
already onerous workload. Some examples are:
Abolition of Aboriginal Student Support and Parent Awareness (ASSPA) (Commonwealth
of Australia, 2006).

“A survey of government schools conducted by the Australian Education Union
(AEU) has shown that the Federal Government's changes to indigenous
education funding have had a severe impact on the participation of indigenous
parents in school activities and has led to a reduction in both programs and
support offered to indigenous students in schools across Australia (Doyle,
2005).

School level

At school level, AEWs in Catholic schools face exactly the same issues as their public
school counterparts: racism; cultural isolation; lack of staff cultural awareness; role
confusion; low expectations; and repercussions of Aboriginal funding.

Racism is also alive and well in some Catholic schools, as evidenced by the following
statements from a diocesan Aboriginal Education Advisor.
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The one that sticks in my mind is: "Why do we have to keep doing this
Aborigines stuff? You lost the war. Why can't you just get over it? (NSW
Catholic Diocesan Aboriginal Education Advisor, 2010)"

There is always the one about kids. "We have 8 Aborigine students but with 3
you don't really know. One even has red hair and freckles" (NSW Catholic
Diocesan Aboriginal Education Advisor, 2010).

AEWs in NSW Catholic schools suffer a great deal more from cultural isolation than their
public school counterparts. There are three main reasons for this:

First, there are the complexities of the governance and management system of NSW
Catholic schools, as explained previously. Whereas NSW public schools have one
governance and management system, NSW Catholic schools have 11 dioceses and 46
Congregational schools, all that are completely autonomous (Brown, 2011).

Second, the public system has more schools and more AEWs and other Aboriginal staff in
more places to allow for networking. In 2009, NSW DET had 2,200 schools compared to
580 Catholic schools. In fact in its largest Catholic Diocese, Wilcannia-Forbes, it does not
have a high school. There is a public school in virtually every town, whereas with the
Catholic system, because of the way they are funded, schools are able to operate only in
areas where they are financially viable (Canavan, 2008; Council of Catholic School
Parents, 2009; White, 2009).
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Third, the distance between Catholic schools, especially in rural and remote areas, does
not allow for regular networking with their peers.

In order to help address the issue of isolation since 2004 the NSW CEC has run four
highly-successful biannual AEW conferences (O'Keefe, 2008).

All AEWs, as well as coping on a daily basis with their own cultural isolation, are also on a
daily basis assisting their Aboriginal students with the same issue. The sheer size of the
Aboriginal student’s cultural isolation in large school populations is clearly evident from the
following table:

NSW Catholic schools (Andrew Forbes, 2011)

Table 3

All Student

Aboriginal Student

Aboriginal Student %

Enrolments

Enrolments

of School Population

1991

216,617

1,078

0.49%

1992

217,058

1,152

0.53%

1993

216,779

1,285

0.59%

1994

216,149

1,355

0.62%

1995

217,629

1,508

0.69%

Year
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1996

218,663

1,684

0.77%

1997

220,607

1,860

0.84%

1998

223,310

2012

0.90%

1999

226,352

2143

0.94%

2000

229,502

2391

1.04%

2001

233,284

2549

1.09%

2002

235,538

2718

1.15%

2003

236,577

2851

1.20%

2004

238,135

3041

1.27%

2005

239,222

3328

1.39%

2006

239,364

3577

1.49%

2007

239,274

3893

1.62%

2008

238,680

4,180

1.75%

As mentioned at the beginning of this section on issues for AEWs in Catholic schools there
are also some issues around the religious context.

Firstly, there is the employment interview for their position, which can contain questions of
a religious nature. The classic question is “tell me what you know about the Catholic
ethos”? This is when a lot of applicants for the job coming from outside of Catholic
education really struggle to put their version into words.
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Secondly, even in this day and age having children with a partner rather than a husband is
not well accepted in some schools. This can in some cases “unofficially” influence whether
they are considered “suitable” for employment.

Thirdly, in the religious context of some Catholic schools there is still not a complete
understanding and acceptance of Aboriginal spirituality in its own right.

Community level

At a community level AEWs working in Catholic schools suffer from exactly the same
issues as their public school counterparts. They also have two additional community
issues to contend with.

Firstly, as with the wider community, in Aboriginal communities there is the public schools
versus Catholic schools debate which can be read or seen regularly in the media. For
example, which system are the best educators or get the most government funding
(Farrelly, 2001; McMullen, 2007).

Secondly, in some Aboriginal communities, particularly those that were formerly missions,
there is still some ill feeling towards schools that belong to religious orders. In my role as a
State Aboriginal Education Coordinator for Catholic schools, I have had said to me on a
many occasions that Catholic schools shouldn’t charge Aboriginal students fees, as
recompense for past wrongs. Due to the ethos of Catholic schools that one should not
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seek recognition for one’s good deeds, it is not widely known that Catholic schools provide
a large amount of no-fee or fee arrangements for disadvantaged students.

Both of these issues can cause angst for AEWs working in Catholic schools and living in
that community, as they are seen as employees of the Catholic school.

Another very important community issue impacting on an AEW’s ability to get the best
outcomes both educationally and socially for their students became apparent during the
course of this research.

For AEWs who are “not locals” there can be a whole set of problems (see appendix 3A). If
a local applied for the AEW position and was beaten for the position by a non-local, there
can be a lot of local hostility. It doesn’t matter whether the non-local is better qualified. This
can be especially so in communities with few employment opportunities for Aboriginal
people. I have experienced this on many occasions when I have been a member of the
interview panel for the job. In my position as State Coordinator of Aboriginal Education for
NSW CEC I often have non-local AEWs from all systems ringing for advice on this issue.
(see appendix 3A). When trying to find referencing material on this particular issue as an
Aboriginal person I was not surprised when I was unable to find any. It is a very sensitive
cultural issue, so not spoken about openly, that I am aware of. A lot of it is based on
interpersonal relationships and kinship lines.

At times there are some negative aspects for AEWs working in the community in which
they live. The AEW’s family and another family may have long-standing issues with each
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other (Price, 1999). This can have a negative impact on student relationships, with both
the AEW and the children of the family with whom they have community issues (Price,
1999). Colin Baker, a long-time educationalist was asked to run one of the new boarding
schools in the Northern Territory and had many problems over this issue. Two different
tribal groups were put together in this boarding school and this caused mayhem. It even
got to the stage of physical violence between the two opposing groups (Baker, 2009).
Colin in the end had to only have one group at a time in the school, which greatly impacted
on educational outcomes. In the interests of research on this issue in August I am
spending a few days in a remote school where Colin is now the principal, and the
problems are even more complex.

In some communities the AEW also has to contend with the tall poppy syndrome (now
called lateral violence)(Kim Hill, 2008) Sometimes because of the position they hold where
they have to please two masters, the school and the community, they are in an unwinnable
position. If they side with the school, especially on a discipline issue, the community will
view them as just another school authority figure and give them a hard time. If they side
with the community the school will also give them a hard time because they are school
staff, and as such are supposed to act like “everybody else” (MacGill, 2008).

Because the issues for local and non-Local AEWs can impact heavily on an AEW’s ability
to get the best outcome for Aboriginal students, it is essential they be discussed. If that
conversation does not begin, this issue will remain unresolved for many more years. To
begin this conversation I sent out a wide-ranging email seeking input on these issues from
many Aboriginal education stakeholders. There is some discussion on this issue in the
results chapter of this thesis (see appendix 3A).
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AEWs working in NSW Catholic Boarding schools in general have the same issues to
contend with as AEWs working in Catholic Systemic schools. However as highlighted in
chapter 2, they also have some that are unique to the boarding situation.

Aboriginal students in boarding schools
This section looks at the wellbeing of Aboriginal students enrolled in Catholic boarding
schools. There are two major reasons that this section is being looked at separately to
Aboriginal students in Catholic systemic schools.

Firstly, the boarding school option would appear to be the government’s latest flagship to
hang its hat on in improving Aboriginal education outcomes. The government is spending a
large amount of funding in chasing some badly-needed success, particularly in the area of
Year 12 completion (A. Government, 2011a). This is the option that is being championed by
people like Noel Pearson (Hagan, 2004).

With the support of governments and a number of scholarship funds, Aboriginal
enrolments in boarding schools are rapidly growing (Penfold, 2011; W Stanley, 2011).
They are currently the flavour of the month of both government and educationalists,
including Aboriginal educationalists, so it is extremely important that they are included in
this thesis (Rintoul 2008; Waverley Stanley, 2011b).
There are a lot of incentives being offered to these schools to encourage them to enrol
more Aboriginal students, such as:



Up to $19,290 in special allowances plus scholarship funding makes these
enrolments, in a lot of cases, cost-neutral (Centre, 2010a).
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The scholarship funds also contribute to uniforms, text books, etc. (Penfold, 2011;
W Stanley, 2011).



The Federal Government, under its Building the Education Revolution (BER)
program has supplied a lot of funding to these schools for improvements to, or
building of, new infrastructure (Centre, 2010b).

The following is an excerpt from a personal email from the Ex Principal of a large boarding
school, who is considered an expert in this area (Name witheld for privacy reasons, 2007).
.
Most boarding students will qualify for necessitous circumstances,. Because home
circumstances are not conducive to study for the whole year. The minimum and maximum
levels are determined by parental incomes:.
Tuition:
Minimum
Maximum

$6396
$7536

Boarding:
(under 16 years old)
(over 16 years old)

$7657
$11,754.60

TOTALS
(under 16)
(under 16)
(over 16)
(over 16)

$14,053
$15,193
$18,150.60
$19,290.60

min.
max
min
max

While these are commendable initiatives, an outlay of this size for a very small number of
students begs the question of what additional funding is being outlaid to improve the
outcomes of the vast majority of Aboriginal students in secondary mainstream schools
(Rigney, 2011).

Secondly, this section looks at the unique issues and barriers faced by both students and
AEWs who work in NSW Catholic boarding schools (K Hill, 2008; McCoy, 2011).
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For ten years as a State Coordinator of Aboriginal Education I have worked on a regular
basis with most NSW Catholic boarding schools. I support the student, the AEW and the
school. When requested I also sit on interview panels for their AEWs and speak with
Aboriginal students and staff when requested on various issues. I do this, although it is not
part of my role, for the benefit of both students and AEWs.

In working closely with all the stakeholders of boarding school Aboriginal education, I have
come to the firm conclusion that the boarding area itself is the area of greatest concern.

Boarding school AEWs and their Aboriginal students
The wellbeing of Aboriginal students and AEWs in general was discussed previously,
along with the barriers they face. However, for a number of reasons it is important to
have a separate discussion about the wellbeing of Aboriginal students, AEWs and
parent caregivers of Aboriginal students attending boarding schools. Research
indicates that there are specific issues for these three groups (K Hill, 2008; Mcrea,
2000).

The reasons are:



The numbers of Aboriginal students enrolled in boarding schools is gradually
increasing.



The parent/caregivers of Aboriginal students attending boarding schools are in
general a long distance from their children

The issues are:
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As well as having to overcome the barriers previously mentioned there are
additional wellbeing barriers to be overcome by students and AEWS in boarding
schools.



Students in boarding schools in the main are from rural and remote areas so they
suffer a lot of cultural isolation as well as kinship isolation.



AEWs in these schools suffer a great deal more cultural isolation than those
working in systemic day schools, as they are generally the only Aboriginal person
on a large staff.



These schools, because of their autonomy, are very insular.



Because a great deal of government focus and funding is being put into boarding
schools, the political pressures are even higher (Penfold, 2011; W Stanley, 2011).

They suffer from homesickness, missing the strong social connections they
enjoy within their communities. As well, they find linguistic and cultural
differences difficult to manage. Apart from homesickness and loneliness, some
Aboriginal students have significant learning gaps requiring specific intervention
strategies. Many have difficulties with English stemming from their first
language being an Aboriginal dialect or a lack of familiarity with Standard
Australian English” (Kim Hill, 2008).

Issues in the boarding area
Aboriginal students, and I imagine all boarding-school students, are in general more
emotionally vulnerable after class hours in their boarding area. This is particularly so for
Aboriginal students, coming as they do from very close-knit extended families. In most
Catholic boarding schools Aboriginal students are a very small minority (Kim Hill, 2008).
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All students, including Aboriginal ones are under the control of a boarding master/mistress
and staff. To my knowledge there is no official training for boarding staff, and they also do
not network with each other. This means these roles are very ad hoc, so not necessarily
highly effective. The majority of boarding masters I have dealt with are outstanding people.
However, there is a small minority who would appear to be culturally unaware and enjoy
their position of authority a little more than necessary (Hiat, 2011). I felt so strongly on this
issue I made a submission to DEEWR to run a Boarding School Workshop (see
appendices 8A and 8B). I was greatly disappointed that DEEWR, which is funding
Aboriginal Boarding Scholarships to the tune of millions of dollars, could not see value in
my proposal (Penfold, 2011; Waverley Stanley, 2011b).

A familiar issue
The following is a recent example of the lack of cultural understanding, as well as lack of
duty of care, of a particular boarding school and scholarship fund. This issue impacted
greatly on both student and parent.

A single Aboriginal parent (female) from a rural area had a city boarding school ring her to
say her newly-enrolled daughter had a problem. They also told her she must come down
that day to resolve the problem. This mother is a single parent on a low income with two
smaller children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). There was no-one to
mind these children and the mother did not have the money for travel and accommodation.
The school said they couldn’t cover the costs as did one of the large scholarship funds, as
it was not in their guidelines. The mother was very worried and distraught. Alternative
arrangements were made by me and members of the Aboriginal Advisory Committee.
Subsequently even though it is not their responsibility, the CEC Aboriginal Advisory
Committee has set aside $5,000 annually to cover eventualities like this.
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Boarding schools in general receive up to $18,000 in Abstudy living-away-from-home
allowance as an incentive to enrol Aboriginal boarding students. It is means-tested. The
single mother mentioned in the previous paragraph, for reasons no-one is sure of, had had
this Abstudy reassessed so there was a short-fall of a few thousand dollars. She was told
she would have to come up with the difference or her child would have to go home.
Subsequently she was given a Centrelink deduction form for a fifty-dollar per-fortnight
deduction. This would come out of her very small welfare cheque that supports her and
her other two small children who have ADHD.

Boarding school issues for AEWs
The following is based on my intimate knowledge of boarding schools and personal
conversations I have had over the last twelve years with boarding school AEWs. When
AEWs working in boarding schools are experiencing difficulties they often call me, as the
only culturally appropriate support they have. In the same vein this also happens with
Aboriginal parents/caregivers who often do not feel comfortable talking about certain
issues with boarding school staff. Although this is not my role, as boarding schools are
autonomous, as an Aboriginal person I have a responsibility and obligation to assist them
in any way I can. Boarding schools often consult with me regarding both Aboriginal
students and employees, as I have always acted with integrity and honesty in all my
dealings with them.

Of the seven NSW Catholic boarding schools, only two have AEWs. Some of these have
had AEWs, but their tenure has been short, usually for the following reasons:


They have little if any input into any decision-making, especially in relation to
finance.



Staff have low expectations of them.



The racism, both overt and covert, of staff.
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They are not respected or valued.



They are hired for their Aboriginal expertise then not allowed to use it, and what
they think is usually over-ruled.

To gather data for this section on boarding schools, I posed the following question to the
fifteen NSW Catholic Aboriginal education advisors. “I would like you to put on your
thinking hats and tell me every issue you have had in the time in your position with a
boarding school, including issues for students’ families and AEWs? I don’t want to know
what school or what student, just the particular issue”. Responses were categorised as,
student support and wellbeing, parent support and wellbeing, AEW support and wellbeing,
financial support and staff cultural awareness. The following is the collated feedback from
these advisors. The feedback has been put into the following five categories:
1. Student Support and Wellbeing
2. Parental support and wellbeing
3. AEW support and wellbeing
4. Financial support
5. Staff cultural awareness

Student support and wellbeing

Often boarding students are a long way from home and in some places there is little local
cultural support for them (Mcrea, 2000). There are not enough (official or unofficial) local
uncles and aunties or families to visit students or take them out for a day. There is also
little in place to allow Aboriginal students from different schools to get together, especially
those who have siblings in other nearby boarding schools (see appendix 9A). Students,
especially in schools that do not have an AEW are not brave enough to speak up about
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these issues. Homesickness is a big issue especially for students from more traditional
communities being educated in the city (Kim Hill, 2008; Mcrea, 2000). These students can
suffer badly in silence from cultural trauma, isolation and feeling lost (C. Matters, 2010).
This can exhibit itself by their spending many days in the infirmary upon arrival back at
school each term (see appendix 9A). There is little culturally appropriate counselling
support available to the students to address these issues (Kim Hill, 2008; Mcrea, 2000)
(see appendix 9A). Parents’ wellbeing is greatly affected by the wellbeing of their children
so it is very important they receive support to enable them to better support their children.

Parental support and wellbeing
Without a doubt one of the greatest issues facing all schools is the lack of parental
involvement. This issue is much greater for boarding schools than day schools, where
parents are close by. Research shows that when parents are involved, all areas of
academic achievement are improved, including higher academic scores, better attendance
and retention, better motivation and lower suspension rates (McGinty, 2002).

Family participation in education was twice as predictive of students’ academic
success as family socioeconomic status (Australian Institute of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Studies, 2011).

For Aboriginal boarding students the first three to six months are critical. For the
majority, especially from rural and remote areas, it is their first life experience outside
of their close-knit families and communities.
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I have been involved with a number of Aboriginal boarding students from remote
areas and it is a challenging experience for both them and school staff (Russell,
2011). I have also interacted with their parents, long distance over the phone, about
the various issues that have arisen. As an Aboriginal person I know Aboriginal people
in general feel far more comfortable dealing with issues face to face in relation to
their children. Listening on the phone to a disembodied voice of someone they do not
have a relationship with, or reading words on a computer screen, do little to allay
their concerns for their child. About five years ago I proposed the idea to a boarding
school of regularly linking Aboriginal students via webcam to their families to help
overcome this issue. While they thought it was a good idea at the time, it is yet to be
implemented.

AEW support and wellbeing

In boarding schools AEW role descriptions and expectations vary greatly and most school
staff, including teachers, do not understand the role (see appendices 2E, 2G and 2I).
AEWs in these schools work in cultural isolation with little academic or cultural support.
There is also little appropriate professional development for AEWs in things like child
protection training, public speaking and further academic courses. There are also issues of
ambiguity of the correct and appropriate communication channels for AEWs to use. AEWs
often find that they are called in only when negative situations occur. AEWs are also
sometimes asked to drive students home to rural areas when a situation arises, without
concern for duty of care and child protection policies (Advisor, 2011) (see Appendix 9A).
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Financial support
Scholarships, schools fees, uniform costs and application fees vary greatly and there have
been many issues over the years. The demands of culturally-unaware finance staff have
also caused much angst and shame for Aboriginal parents at various times. These families
are already financially challenged and even pocket money can be an issue, both for
students and families. It can cause shame (much more than embarrassment) for both
parent and student (Waverley Stanley, 2011a) (see appendix 9A).

Often because they come from low socio-economic circumstances, parents have great
financial difficulty in paying the transport and accommodation costs of visiting their
children. On a number of occasions in my role as State Coordinator Aboriginal Education
CEC NSW, parents approached me for assistance when schools and scholarship funds
were unable to assist them (Penfold, 2011). Luckily at the time I had enough in my budget
to assist them and NSW CEC was happy to support me in doing so. I have also done this
on a number of occasions to enable parents to visit a sick or a very homesick child to
either reassure them or take them home for a short period. Subsequently the CEC
Aboriginal Advisory Committee has set up a small fund to cover for emergencies like this
even though it is not their direct responsibility to do so. The question that puzzles me is
that if the criteria for financial support to enrol an Aboriginal child in a boarding school is
need, why, when the needs I have just stated arise, do the schools and scholarship funds
not cover the costs? Another issue for the parents is the building-up and maintaining
community contacts, as parents do not always know who to contact in the school (see
appendix 9A). AEWs play a vital role in supporting and tending to the wellbeing needs of
both students and parents, so it is vital that schools in turn support them and tend to their
wellbeing needs.
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Staff cultural awareness

There is little whole-school staff cross-cultural awareness training. Teachers are not
visiting Aboriginal communities to gain a far better insight into the background,
circumstances and culture of the Aboriginal students and their families and extended
families. Schools tend to celebrate Aboriginal culture only on days of significance rather
than on a regular basis. Walking a mile in the shoes of these students and families would
be a good place to start (see appendix 9A).

Decisions are often made by non-Indigenous staff members who believe they know more
than AEWs or Aboriginal advisors about cultural matters. It is always advisable in the best
interests of all parties that AEWs and/or Aboriginal advisors should always be consulted in
matters such as detentions, suspensions, or in the worst case scenario, when a school is
considering sending a student home. It is also advisable that these consultations occur
when a problem becomes apparent. That way, in consultation with the student, parents
and school staff, the issue may be more readily resolved and the student enabled to
remain at school, or a consensus on an alternative solution may be reached. (see
Appendix 9A).

The majority of NSW boarding schools at this juncture do not employ AEWs, which I
believe from my experience is detrimental to improving Aboriginal outcomes. AEWs
become like family to these students. Even though a school may have thirty
Aboriginal students they are but a dot on the landscape of a school with a thousand
students. AEWs can provide a safe haven when a student is homesick or
experiencing difficulties. They are also a positive link to parents and communities,

127

advocating to them the value of education as well as giving a positive view of the
school and its staff.

But?

As with all staff, some AEWs are effective, some are ordinary and some are not
suited to the role, so the selection process must be rigorous and it must be fair. This
is particularly so for AEWs working in boarding schools, because like their Aboriginal
students, their day-to-day existence is in cultural isolation.

From my experience on interview panels for Boarding School AEWs, the bestpractice three-step approach I would recommend for a boarding school wishing to
employ an AEW is:

First, gather a group of the relevant school staff and at least two appropriate
Aboriginal people with some experience of boarding schools.

Second, come to the meeting without any prepared criteria or preconceived ideas.
Work out exactly what is your combined vision for the school’s Aboriginal students.
Then between you come to a consensus on the skill set, experience, and personal
qualities your AEW needs to possess.
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Third, ensure your AEW is involved in a meaningful way in all decision-making in
relation to the Aboriginal students. Even the Federal Government recognises this
necessity in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Action Plan 20102014 (Russell, 2011). Non-involvement in relevant decision-making is one of the
reasons boarding school AEWs have had short tenures.

The key to good outcomes in both an educational and social sense for Aboriginal
students, and I would say all students, is wellbeing. You can have the best teachers
and resources in the world but unless a student has good wellbeing the educational
outcomes will be poor (Fred Hollows Foundation, 2010; Ganesharajah, 2009).

Aboriginal enrolment in boarding schools since the inception of financial incentives
such as Abstudy living away from home allowance, funding for infrastructure and
scholarships has grown immensely. However, the staff of these schools, and in
particular the boarding staff, need a large dose of cultural awareness training. This is
evidenced by the examples outlined in this chapter. It is also evidenced by the fact
that AEWs brave enough to take on this challenge may have a short tenure.

Whilst all these schools have great pastoral care programs they sadly lack in cultural
care. The absence of AEWs in some of these schools means there is no Aboriginal
advocate in schools to which students can turn. There is also no link to their culture
for the students. Some of these schools do not have an AEW but the Aboriginal
students appear to be doing quite well, so I will reserve my judgement on those.
However whether schools realise it or not, Aboriginal students will not talk to non129

Aboriginal staff about a lot of issues, particularly if they are of a cultural nature. This
applies especially to homesickness, which is the number one issue for most
Aboriginal boarding students and the staff of these schools.

A culturally-appropriate mandatory training course needs to be developed to train
boarding school staff. There also needs to be a lot of sharing of best-practice
between all boarding schools and they need to meet regularly as a group with
Aboriginal involvement in the decision-making.

One of the main criteria for receiving a boarding school scholarship is that the family
be needy. Why is it then that if they have a need, as mentioned in an early scenario
of the single mother, this need often is not met by the school or scholarship fund?

Summary
There is very little literature available on any aspect of AEWs. There would also appear to
be no research on their effectiveness. Prior to 1967 only a handful of Aboriginal people
were employees of schools, so AEWs are a modern phenomenon. This may be one of the
reasons that the role is still to reach its full potential.

It would appear AEWs were first introduced to public schools as a response to the political
activism of Aboriginal people and their supporters. In the case of their introduction to
Catholic schools it would appear their introduction was in response to the appeal of Pope
John Paul II, during his 1986 Australian visit, that they were made a very valued part of the
Catholic Church.
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The current AEWs role descriptions across all systems and all states are many and varied,
as are the unofficial duties they perform on a daily basis. Most are ad hoc and would
appear to be based on reaction to whatever Aboriginal education priorities both State and
Federal governments have at any stage. There are many disparities between their role
descriptions and what they actually do. There are also very few staff in any school that
could actually tell you what their role is, and in a lot of cases that includes senior staff.

AEWs even today have very little job security as the funding for their positions could
disappear at the whim of a State or Federal government.

AEWs in some schools suffer different forms of racism on a daily basis, which in a time
where a person can be sued for this is more covert than overt.

On a daily basis they have to deal with school expectations, student expectations, parent
expectations and community expectations that may all be different. In their own community
they may suffer from the tall poppy syndrome if they side with the school on an issue. If
they are not from that community they may suffer another form of racism.

AEWs working in boarding schools have the same issues to deal with on a daily basis as
their counterparts in Catholic Systemic schools. On top of these issues they have issues
unique to boarding schools. Firstly, as well as taking care of an Aboriginal student’s
educational needs they have to take care of their wellbeing needs in relation to the
boarding area. Aboriginal students quite often get homesick, have cultural issues they will
only divulge to another Aboriginal person, and often suffer racism at the hands of their
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peers. AEWs working in boarding schools seldom have any decision-making
responsibilities, especially in relation to funding. As was said to me by a boarding school
AEW “the only time they show any interest in me is when they need a “black” face for a
media photo. Dealing with parents, long distance is also a very hard part of their role.

All of the aforesaid begs the question “why” do they stay as an AEW, and in a large
number of cases, why do they do it long-term, facing these barriers everyday along with
poor remuneration and conditions, in a lot of cases. My experience working with AEWs
across the public and independent sector is that it is for those with whose care we are all
entrusted, the children. “Wanting to make a difference is the difference”(Frank Pearce,
2009).

The next chapter analyses and discusses the results of data collected for this
research project. The results of this data, the literature review of this thesis, and my
own vast experience as outlined in chapter 1, have led me to make some informed
conclusions. From these conclusions I have formulated a list of recommendations for
areas for future research.
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Chapters 5: Results and Discussion
Introduction
While the overall goal of this research project is to prove that AEWs contribute to
improving Aboriginal education outcomes, the specific purpose of this chapter is to
present, interpret and discuss the results of this study. It is also to present, interpret and
discuss additional data that arose during the course of this study. What is presented in this
chapter is the collective result of the rationale and aims as described in chapter 1, the
literature reviewed in chapters 2 and 3, the data collection and analysis as described in
chapter 4 and additional data that became evident during the course of this project.

The survey data were collected across the eleven NSW Catholic dioceses over a threemonth period. Survey data were provided by 344 respondents. Of these there were 79
students, 22 parents, 38 AEWs, 42 principals, 114 teachers, 44 other stakeholders and 5
who were unknown. The other stakeholders were people working in the Aboriginal
education sector in various roles, aside from teachers and principals. People in these
categories were invited to respond to the survey in two sections: firstly, to the ten
quantitative Likert questions; and secondly to the five qualitative questions. Table 4 shows
the respondents by classification and number of surveys returned. There were 5 surveys
included that did not have a classification.
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Survey returns
Table 4
Students

79

Parents

22

AEWs

38

Principals

42

Teachers

114

Other Stakeholders

44

Unknown

5

Total

344

The following section describes how and by whom the ten quantitative Likert survey
questions and five qualitative survey questions were developed. It also presents all fifteen
questions as they appeared in the survey form and explains their selection.

Note on AEW respondents
Talking yourself up is not an Aboriginal cultural norm, aside from a notable few. Over the
last twelve years my job appraisals have contained a section on self-appraisal and it is
something I really struggle with, as this excerpt from one of my job appraisals
demonstrates.

The Self-Appraisal Statement conveys a sense of confidence in achievements
over an extended period, although the esteem in which Mr Pearce is held is
clearly not captured in his self-assessment. Mr Pearce is thought to avoid being
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the focus of praise and attribution and consequently his contribution is yet to be
celebrated (K. Hughes, 2008).

In the introduction to this thesis I made the statement “this includes students,
parents, teachers, principals and those whose voices are softest and seldom heard,
the AEWs themselves”.

After analysing the AEW responses to all questions I believe this statement has been
proven. Over the last twelve years I have been involved, in one way or another, with
the vast majority of AEWs working in NSW Catholic schools. The AEW respondents
to this survey have presented a very conservative view of what and how much they
do. This trait is one of the main reasons that AEWs struggle in schools where staff
steeped in Western traditions tend to be very assertive and outgoing. A lot of AEWs
will agree with you, even if they don’t, to avoid confrontation.

Quantitative Likert survey questions
With the advice of the thesis advisory committee, ten Likert questions were formulated
inviting the responses of strongly agree, agree undecided, disagree and strongly disagree.
The ten Likert questions were in relation to the areas that the advisory committee for this
thesis thought were most important in relation to improving Aboriginal educational
outcomes. These were:

1. The AEWs presence helps to create a supportive environment for Aboriginal
students.
2. Student enjoyment of learning.
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3. Schools expected outcomes.
4. Student motivation, self-esteem and aspirations.
5. The employment of an Aboriginal Education Worker is a practical demonstration to
the Aboriginal community that the school respects and values Aboriginal culture.
6. Reinforcing Aboriginal students’ identities.
7. Attendance.
8. In-class assistance.
9. Completions.
10. Do all stakeholders believe that Aboriginal Education Workers make a difference
both educationally and socially for Aboriginal students?

The thesis advisory committee was comprised of Ross Tarlinton, Principal of St Joseph’s
College Hunters Hill, Brian Giles-Brown, the National Schools Coordinator of the Dare to
Lead program, Jeff McMullen, journalist, and the twelve Aboriginal NSW Catholic diocesan
advisors of whom ten were parents; The ten questions were:

1. In a school with Aboriginal students I would prefer to have an Aboriginal Education
Worker.
2. I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in Aboriginal students’
enjoyment of learning.
3. I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in helping Aboriginal
students achieve the school’s expected outcomes.
4. I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in helping to develop the
motivation, self-esteem and aspirations of Aboriginal students.
5. I believe that having an Aboriginal Education Worker on staff demonstrates that my
school respects and values Aboriginal culture.
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6. I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in helping to reinforce the
identity of Aboriginal students.
7. I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in helping to get Aboriginal
students to attend school.
8. I believe Aboriginal students work better in the classroom when an Aboriginal
Education Worker is assisting them.
9. I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in Aboriginal students
completing school.
10. I believe that if Aboriginal Education Workers were removed from schools the
educational outcomes of Aboriginal students would decline.

This next section explains how and why the five qualitative questions were developed.

Qualitative survey questions
Five qualitative questions were also formulated by the thesis Aboriginal Education
Advisory committee. Questions 1 and 3 were designed to clarify a lot of ambiguity and
misconceptions of all stakeholders regarding AEWs’ roles in the classroom and in the
Aboriginal community. Questions 2, 4 and 5 sought to seek ideas from all stakeholders
as to areas for positive improvement AEWs could undertake in order for them to better
assist Aboriginal students to get better outcomes both educationally and socially.
These five questions were:
1. What role do Aboriginal Education Workers play in assisting Aboriginal students
with their learning?
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2. What could Aboriginal Education Workers do better to assist individual Aboriginal
students with their learning?

3. How do Aboriginal Education Workers involve the Aboriginal community in the
schools where they assist students?

4. How can Aboriginal Education Workers best assist you with the learning of
Aboriginal students?

5. Are there any suggestions you would like to make that may assist all Aboriginal
Education Workers to better support Aboriginal students in completing school?

The next section looks at the first analysis of the ten Likert questions as a whole.

First cut. Results of all respondents to the ten Likert questions
Because of the very small percentage of respondents in the strongly-agree category, they
have been combined with the agree category. For the same reasons the strongly-disagree,
disagree and undecided categories have been combined. However at the end of each
table after the total, the undecided are shown separately as are the combined, disagree
and strongly-disagree.

Table 5 demonstrates that 97% of all survey respondents would prefer to have an AEW on
staff if they had Aboriginal students in their school. There were none that disagreed and
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only 3% were undecided that in a school with Aboriginal students they would prefer to
have an Aboriginal Education Worker.

Table 5
Q1: In a school with Aboriginal students I would prefer to have an
Aboriginal Education Worker.

Agree and Strongly Agree Combined

97%

Disagree and Undecided Combined

3%

Total

100%

Undecided only

3%

Disagree and Strongly Disagree Combined

0%
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Table 6 demonstrates that 93% of all survey respondents believed that AEWs play a role
in Aboriginal students’ enjoyment of learning. There were 6% undecided and 1% who
thought AEWs did not play a role in an Aboriginal student’s enjoyment of learning.

Table 6
Q2: I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in
Aboriginal students’ enjoyment of learning

Agree and Strongly Agree Combined

93%

Disagree and Undecided Combined

7%

Total

100%

Undecided only

6%

Disagree and Strongly Disagree Combined

1%
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Table 7 demonstrates that 92% of all survey respondents believed that AEWs played a
role in helping Aboriginal students achieve the school’s expected outcomes. There were
6% undecided and 2% who thought AEWs did not play a role in helping Aboriginal
students achieve the school’s expected outcomes.

Table 7
Q3: I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in helping
Aboriginal students achieve the school’s expected outcomes.

Agree and Strongly Agree Combined

92%

Disagree and Undecided Combined

8%

Total

100%

Undecided only

6%

Disagree and Strongly Disagree Combined

2%
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Table 8 demonstrates that 94% of all survey respondents believed that AEWs played a
role in helping to develop the motivation, self-esteem and aspirations of Aboriginal
students. There were 5% undecided and 1% who thought AEWs did not play a role in
helping to develop the motivation, self-esteem and aspirations of Aboriginal students.

Table 8
Q4: I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in helping to
develop the motivation, self-esteem and aspirations of Aboriginal students
Agree and Strongly Agree Combined

94%

Disagree and Undecided Combined

6%

Total

100%

Undecided only

5%

Disagree and Strongly Disagree Combined

1%
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Table 9 demonstrates that 91% of all survey respondents believed that having an
Aboriginal Education Worker on staff demonstrated their school respected and valued
Aboriginal culture. There were 6% undecided and 3% who did not believe that having an
Aboriginal Education Worker on staff demonstrated their school respected and valued
Aboriginal culture.

Table 9
Q5: I believe that having an Aboriginal Education Worker on
staff demonstrates my school respects and values Aboriginal culture.

Agree and Strongly Agree Combined

91%

Disagree and Undecided Combined

9%

Total

100%

Undecided only

6%

Disagree and Strongly Disagree Combined

3%
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Table 10 demonstrates that 94% of all survey respondents believed that Aboriginal
Education Workers played a role in helping to reinforce the identity of Aboriginal students.
There were 5% undecided and 1% who did not believe that Aboriginal Education Workers
played a role in helping to reinforce the identity of Aboriginal students.

Table 10
Q6: I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in helping
to reinforce the identity of Aboriginal students.

Agree and Strongly Agree Combined

94%

Disagree and Undecided Combined

6%

Total

100%

Undecided only

5%

Disagree and Strongly Disagree Combined

1%
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Table 11 demonstrates that 78% of all survey respondents believed that Aboriginal
Education Workers played a role in helping to get Aboriginal students to attend school.
There were 15% undecided and 7% who did not believe that Aboriginal Education Workers
played a role in helping to get Aboriginal students to attend school.

Table 11
Q7: I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in helping
to get Aboriginal students to attend school.
Agree and Strongly Agree Combined

78%

Disagree and Undecided Combined

22%

Total

100%

Undecided only

15%

Disagree and Strongly Disagree Combined

7%
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Table 12 demonstrates that 80% of all survey respondents believed Aboriginal students
work better in the classroom when an Aboriginal Education Worker is assisting them.
There were 17% undecided and 3% who did not believe that Aboriginal students work
better in the classroom when an Aboriginal Education Worker is assisting them.

Table 12
8. I believe Aboriginal students work better in the classroom when an
Aboriginal Education Worker is assisting them.

Agree and Strongly Agree Combined

80%

Disagree and Undecided Combined

20%

Total

100%

Undecided only

17%

Disagree and Strongly Disagree Combined

3%

146

Table 13 demonstrates that 75% of all survey respondents believed Aboriginal Education
Workers played a role in Aboriginal students completing school. There were 20%
undecided and 5% who did not believe that Aboriginal Education Workers played a role in
Aboriginal students completing school.

Table 13
Q9: I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in
Aboriginal students completing school.
Agree and Strongly Agree Combined

75%

Disagree and Undecided Combined

25%

Total

100%

Undecided only

20%

Disagree and Strongly Disagree Combined

5%
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Table 14 demonstrates that 77% of all survey respondents believed that if Aboriginal
Education Workers were removed from schools the educational outcomes of Aboriginal
students would decline. There were 17% undecided and 6% who did not believe that if
Aboriginal Education Workers were removed from schools the educational outcomes of
Aboriginal students would decline.

Table 14
Q10: I believe that if Aboriginal Education Workers were removed from
schools the educational outcomes of Aboriginal students would
decline.
Agree and Strongly Agree Combined

77%

Disagree and Undecided Combined

23%

Total

100%

Undecided only

17%

Disagree and Strongly Disagree Combined

6%

The preceding tables 5 to 14 demonstrate an overwhelmingly positive response of
between 91% and 97% to questions 1 to 6. There are several possible reasons for this.
Firstly, the surveys were voluntary and in a lot of cases would be filled out by those who
are already positive about Aboriginal education and Aboriginal people. One of the reasons
I say this is that in my role as a State coordinator of Aboriginal education I attend many
Aboriginal education conferences, forums and workshops, and see the same faces all the
time. These are people already positive about Aboriginal education and not some of the
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more culturally unaware. Secondly, five of the first six questions are linked to emotional
responses, and in the main people are reluctant to criticise others. As the old adage says
“if you can’t say something good about somebody don’t say anything at all”. This theory is
borne out by the fact that many survey respondents who made positive comments invited
me to have a conversation with them, while not a single respondent who made negative
comments offered the same opportunity.

Question 3 in the first group of six questions, “do Aboriginal Education Workers play a role
in helping Aboriginal students achieve the school’s expected outcomes”, is an anomaly. It
is the only question among the ten Likert questions posed that relates directly to an
outcome and has a highly positive 92% agreement rate and 6% undecided. The only
explanation that I could give is that it was surrounded by a group of questions that were
emotional in nature, so may have confused some of the respondents.

Table 15 on pages 149 and 150 demonstrates that, the strongly agree and agree
responses drop off to between 75% and 80% for questions 7 to 10. These are the
questions asking directly about outcomes, and respondents are a lot more discerning in
their judgements. This is backed up by the fact that for these four questions there is an
undecided response of:
22% for question 7
20% for question 8
25% for question 9
23% for question 10
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Table 15 also demonstrates that for questions 1 to 6 there is a small, undecided response
of between 3% and 6%. Also for questions 1 to 6 there is an insignificant disagree
response rate of between 1% and 3%. Conversely, for questions 7 to 10 there is a
significant undecided rate of between 15% and 20% and a disagreement rate of between
3% and 7%.

Taking into consideration all ten questions there is a very high 87% agreement rate. There
is also a very low 3% disagreement rate with an also-low 10% of respondents undecided.
The largest proportion of undecided and disagree responses relate to questions 7, 8, 9
and 10, which are questions directly related to educational outcomes. The only anomaly is
question 3 asking whether AEWs contributed to the school’s expected outcomes.

Originally I had thought that older teachers and principals, especially those who came to
schools when they were not really accepting of Aboriginal people, may have given more
negative responses. However preliminary research indicated no patterns across
stakeholder groupings, age groups, gender, and geo-location or school type. This theory is
further tested in the next section where the questions are grouped into the themes of
supporting culture and identity, learning and educational outcomes. Whether the groupings
of: students; parents and AEWs; principals and teachers; and others are more likely to be
undecided or disagree is also tested.
It would appear that some respondents sought more solid proof before making an
informed judgement.
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Table 15
Agree/

Disagree/

Disagree/

Strongly

Undecided

Undecided

Strongly

Agree

Combined

only

Disagree

97%

3%

3%

0%

93%

7%

6%

1%

92%

8%

6%

2%

94%

6%

4%

1%

91%

9%

6%

3%

94%

6%

5%

1%

78%

22%

15%

7%

80%

20%

17%

3%

Q1: In a school with Aboriginal students I would
prefer to have an Aboriginal Education Worker.
Q2: I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers
play a role in Aboriginal students’ enjoyment of
learning.
Q3: I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers
play a role in helping Aboriginal students
achieve the school’s expected outcomes.
Q4: I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers
play a role in helping to develop the motivation,
self-esteem and aspirations of Aboriginal
students.
Q5: I believe that having an Aboriginal
Education Worker on staff demonstrates my
school respects and values Aboriginal culture.
Q6: I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers
play a role in helping to reinforce the identity of
Aboriginal students.
Q7: I believe that Aboriginal Education
Workers play a role in helping to get
Aboriginal students to attend school.
Q8: I believe that having an Aboriginal
Education Worker assist me in class plays a
role in Aboriginal students performing better
in class.
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Q9: I believe that Aboriginal Education
Workers play a role in Aboriginal students
completing school.

75%

25%

20%

5%

77%

23%

17%

6%

Q10: I believe that if Aboriginal Education
Workers were removed from schools the
educational outcomes of Aboriginal students
would decline.

To further analyse the data and to look for any patterns that may emerge, the ten Likert
questions were broken up into three themes important to improving Aboriginal education
outcomes. These are, supporting culture and identity, learning, and educational outcomes.
Under these three themes the data were further disaggregated into three groupings of:
students; parents and AEWs; and principals, teachers and others. Others were those
involved in Aboriginal education that were not part of the first three groupings.
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Theme 1: Supporting culture and identity
Q4: I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in helping to develop the
motivation, self-esteem and aspirations of Aboriginal students.

Table 16 demonstrates that:


94% of students believed that AEWs helped them with motivation, self-esteem and
their aspirations, 3% were undecided and 4% disagreed.



95% of AEWs and parents believed that AEWs helped students with motivation, selfesteem and their aspirations, 3% were undecided and 4% disagreed.



93% of principals and teachers believed that AEWs helped students with motivation,
self-esteem and their aspirations, 6% were undecided and 1% disagreed.



100% of the others grouping believed that AEWs helped students with motivation,
self-esteem and their aspirations.

Table 16
Group

Agree (4 or 5)

Undecided (3)

Disagree (1 or 2)

Students

74

2

3

94%

3%

4%

62

2

1

95%

3%

2%

152

10

1

93%

6%

1%

35

0

0

100%

0%

0%

323

14

5

94%

4%

1%

Parents & AEWs

Principals & Teachers

Others

Total

153

Q5: I believe that having an Aboriginal Education Worker on staff demonstrates my school
respects and values Aboriginal culture.

Table 17 demonstrates that:


91% of students believed that having an AEW on staff demonstrated their school respected
and valued Aboriginal culture and 9% were undecided.



91% of AEWs and parents believed that having an AEW on staff demonstrated their school
respected and valued Aboriginal culture, 6% were undecided and 3% disagreed.



90% of principals and teachers believed that having an AEW on staff demonstrated their
school respected and valued Aboriginal culture, 5% were undecided and 5% disagreed.



94% of the others grouping believed that having an AEW on staff demonstrated their school
respected and valued Aboriginal culture and 6% were undecided.

Table 17

Group

Agree (4 or 5)

Undecided (3)

Disagree (1 or 2)

Students

72

7

0

91%

9%

0%

59

4

2

91%

6%

3%

147

8

8

90%

5%

5%

33

2

0

94%

6%

0%

311

21

10

91%

6%

3%

Parents & AEWs

Principals & Teachers

Others

Total

154

Q6: I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in helping to reinforce
the identity of Aboriginal students.
Table 18 demonstrates that:


91% of students believed that AEWs helped to reinforce their identity, and 9%
were undecided.



95% of AEWs and parents believed that AEWs helped to reinforce Aboriginal
students’ identities, 3% were undecided and 2% disagreed.



95% of principals and teachers believed that AEWs helped to reinforce Aboriginal
students’ identities, 4% were undecided and 1% disagreed.



100% of the others grouping believed that AEWs helped to reinforce Aboriginal
students’ identities.

Table 18
Group

Agree (4 or 5)

Undecided (3)

Disagree (1 or 2)

Students

72

7

0

91%

9%

0%

62

2

1

95%

3%

2%

7

1

95%

4%

1%

32

0

0

100%

0%

0%

321

16

2

95%

5%

1%

Parents & AEWs

Principals & Teachers 155

Others

Total

155

Theme 1: Supporting culture and identity totals
Table 19 demonstrates that under the theme of supporting culture and identity 94% of all
respondents were in agreement that AEWs supported culture and identity, 4% were
undecided and 2% disagreed.

There was minimal disparity in responses from any of the groups in relation to individual
questions or as a theme. This supports my preliminary research, which failed to find any
patterns

Table 19
Group

Agree

Undecided

Disagree

Students

92%

6%

2%

Parents & AEWs

93%

4%

3%

Principals & Teachers

93%

5%

2%

Others

98%

2%

0%

Average

94%

4%

2%
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Theme 2: Learning
Q2: I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in Aboriginal students’
enjoyment of learning.
Table 20 demonstrates that:


94% of students believed that AEWs played a role in Aboriginal students’
enjoyment of learning, 5% were undecided and 1% disagreed.



98% of AEWs and parents believed that AEWs played a role in Aboriginal students’
enjoyment of learning, and 2% disagreed



92% of teachers and principals believed that AEWs played a role in Aboriginal
students’ enjoyment of learning, 7% were undecided and 1% disagreed



86% of the others grouping believed that AEWs played a role in Aboriginal
students’ enjoyment of learning, and 14% were undecided.

Table 20
Group

Agree (4 or 5)

Undecided (3)

Disagree (1 or 2)

Students

74

4

1

94%

5%

1%

64

0

1

98%

0%

2%
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11

2

92%

7%

1%

30

5

0

86%

14%

0%

318

20

4

93%

6%

1%

Parents & AEWs

Principals & Teachers

Others

Total

157

Q7: I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in helping to get
Aboriginal students to attend school.
Table 21 demonstrates that:


77% of students believed that AEWs played a role in Aboriginal students’ enjoyment
of learning, 15% were undecided and 8% disagreed.



83% of AEWs and parents believed that AEWs played a role in Aboriginal students’
enjoyment of learning, 6% were undecided and 11% disagreed.



76% of teachers and principals believed that AEWs played a role in Aboriginal
students’ enjoyment of learning, 18% were undecided and 6% disagreed.



86% of the others grouping believed that AEWs played a role in Aboriginal students’
enjoyment of learning, 11% were undecided and 3% disagreed.

Table 21
Group

Agree (4 or 5)

Undecided (3)

Disagree (1 or 2)

Students

61

12

6

77%

15%

8%

53

4

7

83%

6%

11%

122

29

10

76%

18%

6%

30

4

1

86%

11%

3%

266

49

24

78%

14%

7%

Parents & AEWs

Principals & Teachers

Others

Total

158

Q8: I believe Aboriginal students work better in the classroom when an Aboriginal
Education Worker is assisting them.
Table 22 demonstrates that:


81% of students believed that AEWs played a role in Aboriginal students’ enjoyment
of learning, 15% were undecided and 4% disagreed.



86% of AEWs and parents believed that AEWs played a role in Aboriginal students’
enjoyment of learning, 12% were undecided and 2% disagreed.



78% of teachers and principals believed that AEWs played a role in Aboriginal
students’ enjoyment of learning, 19% were undecided and 3% disagreed.



80% of the others grouping believed that AEWs played a role in Aboriginal students’
enjoyment of learning, 17% were undecided and 3% disagreed.

Table 22
Group

Agree (4 or 5)

Undecided (3)

Disagree (1 or 2)

Students

64

12

3

81%

15%

4%

56

8

1

86%

12%

2%

30

5

78%

19%

3%

26

7

1

76%

21%

3%

272

57

10

80%

17%

3%

Parents & AEWs

Principals & Teachers 126

Others

Total

159

Table 23 demonstrates that under the theme of learning, 84% of all respondents were in
agreement that AEWs played a role in an Aboriginal student’s learning, 12% were
undecided and 4% disagreed.

There is minimal disparity in responses from students, teachers and principals, and other
stakeholders. The parents however have a higher agreement rate and are the least
undecided. There may be a number of reasons for that. Firstly, they are by far the lowest
group of respondents, and measurements of a small cohort against a much bigger one can
tend to distort the results. This is a common occurrence in government reporting on
Aboriginal outcomes. In 2010 in the NSW Catholic system, 4,414 Aboriginal students were
measured, for the purposes of equity, against a cohort of 240,155. Secondly, as Aboriginal
adults, AEWs and parents may have different views of what constitutes a student’s
enjoyment of learning to the views held by principals, teachers and other stakeholders. On
the other hand, students may be the hardest markers, as they know exactly what they
enjoy.
Table 23
Group

Agree

Undecided

Disagree

Students

84%

12%

4%

Parents & AEWs

89%

6%

5%

Principals & Teachers

82%

15%

3%

Others

82%

16%

2%

Average

84%

12%

4%
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Theme 3: Educational outcomes
Q1: In a school with Aboriginal students I would prefer to have an Aboriginal Education
Worker.
Table 24 demonstrates that:


97% of students would prefer to have an AEW in their school, and 3% were undecided.



98% of AEWs and parents would prefer to have an AEW in their school, and 2% were
undecided.



96% of teachers and principals would prefer to have an AEW in their school, and 2%
were undecided.



100% of the others grouping would prefer to have an AEW in their school.
This is the only question with a nil disagreement rate and only 4% were undecided.
Even those who disagreed on other aspects of an AEW’s role still preferred to have
one.

Table 24
Group

Agree (4 or 5)

Undecided (3)

Disagree (1 or 2)

Students

77

2

0

97%

3%

0%

64

1

0

98%

2%

0%

157

6

0

96%

4%

0%

35

0

0

100%

0%

0%

333

9

0

97%

3%

0%

Parents & AEWs

Principals & Teachers

Others

Total

161

Q3: I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in helping Aboriginal
students achieve the school’s expected outcomes.
Table 25 demonstrates that:


91% of students believed that Aboriginal Education Workers played a role in helping
them achieve the school’s expected outcomes, 8% were undecided and 1%
disagreed.



98% of AEWs and parents believed that having an Aboriginal Education Worker in a
school played a role in helping Aboriginal students achieve the school’s expected
outcomes, 2% were undecided and 1% disagreed.



90% of teachers and principals believed that having an Aboriginal Education Worker
in a school played a role in helping Aboriginal students achieve the school’s expected
outcomes, 7% were undecided and 3% disagreed.



91% of the others grouping believed that having an Aboriginal Education Worker in a
school played a role in helping Aboriginal students achieve the school’s expected
outcomes, 6% were undecided and 3% disagreed.

Table 25
Group

Agree (4 or 5)

Undecided (3)

Disagree (1 or 2)

Students

72

6

1

91%

8%

1%

63

1

1

97%

2%

1%

12

4

90%

7%

3%

32

2

1

91%

6%

3%

314

21

7

92%

6%

2%

Parents & AEWs

Principals & Teachers 147

Others

Total

162

Q7: I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in helping to get
Aboriginal students to attend school.

Table 26, on page 164, demonstrates that:


77% of students believed that Aboriginal Education Workers played a role in
helping them to attend school, 15% were undecided and 8% disagreed.



83% of AEWs and parents believed that having Aboriginal Education Workers
played a role in helping Aboriginal students attend school, 6% were undecided and
11% disagreed.



76% of teachers and principals believed that having Aboriginal Education Workers
in schools played a role in helping Aboriginal students attend school, 18% were
undecided and 6% disagreed.



86% of the others grouping believed that having Aboriginal Education Workers in
schools played a role in helping Aboriginal students attend school, 11% were
undecided and 3% disagreed.

Teachers and principals, as well as students, have the highest disagreement and
undecided responses to this question. This may be for a number of reasons. Firstly,
because teachers and principals are at the official end of non-attendance, they may
view it as a major issue in their particular school. Secondly, students may be loath to
admit non-attendance, or for that matter, think it unimportant.
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Table 26

Group

Agree (4 or 5)

Undecided (3)

Disagree (1 or 2)

Students

61

12

6

77%

15%

8%

53

4

7

83%

6%

11%

29

10

76%

18%

6%

30

4

1

86%

11%

3%

266

49

24

78%

14%

7%

Parents & AEWs

Principals & Teachers 122

Others

Total

Q9: I believe that Aboriginal Education Workers play a role in Aboriginal
students completing school.
Table 27, on page 165, demonstrates that:


75% of students believed that Aboriginal Education Workers played a role in
their completing school, 22% were undecided and 3% disagreed.



86% of AEWs and parents believed that Aboriginal Education Workers played
a role in Aboriginal students completing school, 8% were undecided and 6%
disagreed.



70% of teachers and principals believed that Aboriginal Education Workers
played a role in Aboriginal students completing school, 25% were undecided
and 5% disagreed.
164



83% of the others grouping believed that Aboriginal Education Workers
played a role in Aboriginal students completing school, 14% were undecided
and 3% disagreed.
Teachers and principals and student groups have the lowest agree rate and
highest undecided rate for this question.
Table 27

Group

Agree (4 or 5)

Undecided (3)

Disagree (1 or 2)

Students

59

17

3

75%

22%

3%

56

5

4

86%

8%

6%

114

41

8

70%

25%

5%

29

5

1

83%

14%

3%

258

68

16

75%

20%

5%

Parents & AEWs

Principals & Teachers

Others

Total

165

Q10: I believe that if Aboriginal Education Workers were removed from
schools the educational outcomes of Aboriginal students would decline.
Table 28 on page 167, demonstrates that:


61% of students believed that if Aboriginal Education Workers were
removed from schools their educational outcomes would decline, 28%
were undecided and 11% disagreed.



83% of AEWs and parents believed that if Aboriginal Education Workers
were removed from schools the educational outcomes of Aboriginal
students would decline, 11% were undecided and 6% disagreed.



80% of teachers and principals believed that if Aboriginal Education
Workers were removed from schools the educational outcomes of
Aboriginal students would decline, 15% were undecided and 5% disagreed.



89% of the others grouping believed that if Aboriginal Education Workers
were removed from schools the educational outcomes of Aboriginal
students would decline, and 11% were undecided.

Students have by far the lowest agreement rate and highest undecided rate for
this question. This may be because as school children, they are starting to enjoy
increased amounts of independence, and may have the view they can do
everything on their own and don’t need anyone’s help to do it.
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Table 28

Group

Agree (4 or 5)

Undecided (3)

Disagree (1 or 2)

Students

48

22

9

61%

28%

11%

54

7

4

83%

11%

6%

24

9

80%

15%

5%

31

4

0

89%

11%

0%

261

57

22

77%

17%

6%

Parents & AEWs

Principals & Teachers 128

Others

Total

Table 29 on page 168 demonstrates that under the theme of educational outcomes, 85%
of all respondents on average were in agreement that AEWs contributed to the educational
outcomes of Aboriginal students. There was a low 6% disagreement rate to this question,
with 10% undecided. The same 85% also believed that if AEWs were removed from
schools it would be detrimental to these outcomes.
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Table 29
Group

Agree

Undecided

Disagree

Students

80%

14%

6%

Parents & AEWs

89%

5%

6%

Principals & Teachers

82%

13%

5%

Others

90%

8%

2%

Average

85%

10%

5%

The next section looks at the respondents’ replies to the five qualitative questions.

Qualitative survey questions
1. What role do Aboriginal Education Workers play in assisting Aboriginal
students with their learning?

AEW responses
AEWs saw themselves in the role of supporting, motivating and encouraging students,
and helping them to overcome difficulties. They stated that they assist with individual
and small group work in the classroom. They believed that their presence in class was
of benefit to students and that they were able to make class work more relevant to the
students. They also believed that their connections to families and communities was of
benefit to students.

“An AEW’s role is to assist the teacher with any Indigenous child who
is having difficulty in the classroom“(survey 76, question 1, AEW).
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“Having a presence in the class and helping keep students on track”
(survey 343, question 1, AEW).

Other stakeholder responses
Other stakeholders believed that the major roles of an AEW were to support, mentor
and encourage students, and to provide in-class support both individual and in groups.
Other stakeholders also said that AEWs emphasised the importance of education,
advocated for students, and acted as role models and mentors. Most importantly, they
helped schools to engage with parents and communities and helped build relationships
between all stakeholders.

“The AEW must establish a relationship with the students, staff and
community to be effective. They must also be prepared to wear two
hats and to juggle the responsibility of being a school employee and
a community member - not always easy” (survey 345, question 1,
other stakeholder).

In the negative, some other stakeholders thought AEWs carried out their role in an ad
hoc fashion.

Parent responses
Parents believed the role of the AEW was to help, assist and provide support with any
difficulties. It was also to give individual help in the classroom and bring relevance to
the lessons. They also stressed strongly that part of the AEW’s role was to assist with
the cultural aspects and provide links between schools, families and communities.
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“The AEW assists with tasks that are troubling my child in her school
work, or helps find a teacher who can” (survey 114, question 1,
parent).

Principal’s responses
Principals strongly believed that the major aspects of an AEW’s role were, to give
individual help, work with small groups in class, assist teachers, reinforce students’
identities and emphasize the value of education. They were also to motivate and
inspire students and act as role model and mentor for them. They also believed
strongly that AEWs need to help build home-school relationships, and assist school
staff to become more culturally aware.

“They must also be prepared to wear two hats and juggle the
responsibility of being a school employee and a community member
and that is not always easy”

Student responses
The overwhelming comment from students about what AEWs do were: explains; helps;
makes lessons relevant; helps me with literacy; encourages me. Other comments
related to breakfast programs and assistance with assignments, assessments and
difficulties.

“Giving me and others time and effort to help us out with work and
assignments, so we are up to date” (survey 131, question 1, student).
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Teacher responses
Teacher responses related to literacy and numeracy, individual help, small groups and
in-class help that were by far the largest contributions. Other things mentioned more
than three times were the AEWs’ efforts to encourage, motivate, keep on track, liaise
with teachers, make lessons relevant, foster community-parent engagement,
encourage attendance, to act as role models and promote cultural awareness.

On the negative side, comments made more than three times relate to the attendance,
punctuality and reluctance of AEWs.

“My AEW is often absent from class due to outside school commitments. When
in class she sometimes does the work I set, however she likes to choose what
or who she will work with” (survey 254, question 1, teacher).
.
2. What could Aboriginal Education Workers do better to assist individual
Aboriginal students with their learning?

AEW responses
AEWs’ major suggestions for self-improvement were to be better at: encouraging;
motivating; knowing and involving families; giving cultural awareness training; giving
individual help in class; and making lessons relevant. There were also a number of
AEWs who expressed the wish to be teacher-trained and achieve other relevant
qualifications.

“More PD to keep up to date with teaching methods and curriculum.
Development to assist with cultural knowledge to improve students’
understanding of cultural identity” (survey 46, question 2, AEW).
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Other stakeholder responses
Other stakeholders suggested that AEWs could be better at: dealing with difficulties; group
work; curriculum planning; listening; literacy and numeracy; and encouraging parents.

“AEWs must have skills, particularly in literacy and numeracy, to enable them to
assist Aboriginal students. Unfortunately there are some AEWs who don’t have
the necessary subject knowledge and cannot assist the Aboriginal students to
any great extent” (survey 345, question 2, other stakeholder).

Parent responses
Parents’ major suggestions for AEW improvement were the cultural aspects and being a
better uncle or aunty to students.

Principals’ responses
Principals’ major suggestions for areas of improvement for AEWs were, to do more PD,
improve their literacy and numeracy skills and be better role models. On the negative side
a number of principals suggest AEWs need to improve their work ethic.

“Further develop classroom skills and strategies to assist with reading, writing
and numeracy groups” (survey 37, question 2, principal).

Student responses
Students’ overwhelming response was they wanted the AEW to give them more
assistance in class with literacy and numeracy. They would also like AEWs to be more
challenging, make the lessons more relevant, keep them on track and teach them about
their culture.
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“Just help me to understand things I don’t. Be there for support when I need it
and give me encouragement and motivation” (survey 158, question 2, student).

Teacher responses
Teachers thought AEWs needed to improve in the areas of, teacher knowledge, individual
help, literacy and numeracy, engaging parents and Aboriginal perspectives. They also
believe they need to have high expectations, be pro-active and be better role models.

“Our AEW has already altered her role to improve basic skills in literacy and
numeracy, which I feel is important” (survey 250, question 2, teacher).

3. How do Aboriginal Education Workers involve the Aboriginal community
in the schools where they assist students?

AEW responses
AEWs believed they involve the Aboriginal community in the school by encouraging
parents and elders to visit, holding meetings, making home visits, helping with newsletters,
making schools like family, inviting parents to school to teach, and being part of teacher
interviews.

“Create an extension of family at school. Make school a welcoming place”
(survey 56, question 3, AEW).
.
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Other stakeholder responses
Other stakeholders believed AEWs involved community by: mentoring parents; involving
the whole family; and making the school environment more community friendly. They also
assisted in developing positive relationships between all stakeholders.

“The AEWs maintain regular contact with parents, extended families and
occasionally make community visits. They also invite Elders, guest speakers
and other community members to join in school activities” “(survey 103,
question 3, Other stakeholder).
.
Parent responses
Parents believed AEWs involved community in NAIDOC celebrations, invited them to
school; and involved community in decisions about their children. AEWs also made home
visits; were active in the community and were involved in parent meetings with teachers.

“Inviting them into school, involving community in the decisions involving their
children” (survey 85, question 3, parent).

Principals’ responses
Principals believed AEWs helped schools to engage community through, NAIDOC
celebrations, relationship building, school community events, building community
confidence, regularly visiting parents and community, with newsletters and phone calls.

“They provide an essential link with the community. The principal depends upon
the AEW for advice and a vital communication with the community” (survey 30,
question 3, principal).
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Student responses
The overwhelming responses from students were that AEWs ran meetings, contacted
parents and ran NAIDOC celebrations. Other comments related to involving the
students with community and inviting community to visit their school.

“The AEW runs meetings with our parents, sends notes home and contacts our
parents. She helps us take part in the community” (survey 194, question 3,
student).

Teacher responses
The major responses from teachers were related to NAIDOC celebrations, liaising with
community and keeping staff informed about community events. Other mentions were
made of also keeping community informed about school events.

“Our AEW is heavily involved in the Aboriginal parent group and assists
coordinating meetings. At Aboriginal conferences our AEW informs the
community of events occurring within the school” (survey 282, question 3,
teacher).

4. How can Aboriginal Education Workers best assist you with the learning of
Aboriginal students?

AEW responses
AEWs believed they could best assist with student learning by communication and
advocacy between school and home, supporting students and parents wherever
possible, and having high expectations and providing cultural PD for staff.
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“AEWs assist in any way possible depending on the individual. Strategies
include: developing PLPs with the Year Coordinator; pastoral; and learning
support; developing literacy and numeracy programs, including tertiary and job
markets” (survey 50, question 4, AEW).
.
Other stakeholder responses
Other stakeholders believed that AEWs could best assist student learning by assisting with
PLPs, literacy and numeracy, and helping to make lessons relevant for students. They
also believed AEWs could assist them by supporting engagement in learning, identifying
needs and ensuring the school meets those needs. AEWs could also assist by acting as a
parent liaison officer and becoming a significant other in the lives of Aboriginal students.

“AEWs can best assist Aboriginal students in classrooms in the areas of literacy
and numeracy. This is their pivotal role. AEWS can also assist Aboriginal
students by acting as a mentor, being the “significant other adult” in their life
within the school” (survey 345, question 4, other stakeholder).

Parent responses
Parents believed that AEWs could best assist the learning of their children by keeping
parents informed of the expected outcomes, meeting regularly with them and keeping
them involved in the process. They also believed that AEWs needed to work with “all”
students in relation to Aboriginal perspectives and culture.

“Keeping parents informed of the expected outcomes and up to date
communication” (survey 117, question 4, parent).
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Principal’s responses
AEWs could best assist principals with the learning of Aboriginal students by behaving
in a professional manner, keeping them informed and not undermining a teacher’s
authority. AEWs could also assist with the cultural awareness of all staff, including
community protocols, and by emphasizing the importance of education to both students
and parents.

“By supporting teachers in the classroom and encouraging student learning, not
overstepping the mark so they don’t listen to their actual classroom teacher”
(survey 13, question 4, principal).

“Working within classrooms, keeping the teachers and principals informed of
issues pertaining to the educational needs of students” (survey 30, question 4,
principal).

Student responses
Students believed AEWs could best help them by interpreting what the teacher says
into language that is relevant to them. They would like them to inform teachers and
parents of how they are going, and to teach them social skills, study skills, and help
them get to Year 12 and beyond.

“Get good grade marks to go all the way to Year 12 and do a traineeship”
(survey 197, question 4, student).

Teacher responses
Teachers believed AEWs could best assist with the learning of Aboriginal students by:
individual help; small group work; engaging with parents and community; role
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modelling; and making lessons relevant. They also believed AEWS could assist by
motivating, and by building connections and relationships between teachers, students,
parents and community.

“Be clear about what each student does well or needs helps with. Seek
opportunities for students to shine at things they do” (survey 7301, question 4,
teacher).

5. Are there any suggestions you would like to make that may assist all Aboriginal
Education Workers to better support Aboriginal students in completing school?

AEW responses
AEWs believed they needed more PD and better qualifications to be able to better assist
students. They did not want to be given the sole responsibility for everything Aboriginal in
the school. They would also have liked to make more home visits and to build up a better
rapport with students.

Other stakeholder responses
Other stakeholders believed that AEWs must be given the opportunity to participate in
appropriate personal learning (PL) opportunities to further develop their skills. They also
believed that the teaching staff needed to utilise AEWs to assist with programming. Other
stakeholders also thought the principal should make it a priority to develop a working
relationship with AEWs.
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Parent responses
Only four parents responded to this question, which was surprising. Their comments
were: be professional, don’t segregate the kids; develop a mentor program for those
without a family role model, and promote confidence building for separated families.

Principals’ responses
Principals’ comments related to: being proactive; engaging community; continual PD;
training in specific skills; model learning; and being part of the leadership team.

“To encourage, encourage, encourage AEWs to stand up to staff and not be
considered as less important. They are priceless members of staff” (survey 40,
question 5, principal).

Student responses
The by far the most frequent comment of students is they would like AEWs to spend
much more time with them. Students would also like AEWs to help them with literacy
and numeracy, assignments, relevance and assessments.

A possible correlation that AEWs contribute to improving Aboriginal educational
outcomes?
As the State coordinator of Aboriginal education for NSW CEC since 1999, I have been
charged with reporting to DEEWR the educational outcomes of our Aboriginal students.
We are required to report on all areas of literacy, numeracy, attendance, retention and SC
and HSC completions. For political reasons this data is aggregated with all NSW
education systems. Up until 2009 we were required to meet ever-increasing targets in all
these areas. From 1999 to 2009 as a system we met the large majority of our targets
(Frank Pearce, 1999-2008). In this same period our AEW workforce grew from 50 to 148.
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In order to better define what main areas that need to be addressed to improve the
educational outcomes of Aboriginal students, the twelve NSW Catholic Aboriginal
Education Advisors and a number of non-Aboriginal educationalists were asked to list the
ten areas they thought were essential to achieving this aim. Then the twelve Catholic
Aboriginal Advisors who are best placed to comment were asked how do your AEWs
contribute to these ten essential areas?

The next section looks at how NSW Catholic schools AEWs are addressing ten areas
essential to improving Aboriginal educational outcomes that were outlined in chapter 2.

How NSW Catholic-school AEWs are addressing the ten areas essential to
improving Aboriginal educational outcomes.
These ten essential areas as outlined in Chapter 4 are:
1. Wellbeing
2. Attendance
3. Identity
4. Engagement
5. Retention
6. Parental involvement
7. Supportive school environment
8. Supportive home environment
9. Relevant curriculum
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10. Motivation
The following information relating to AEWs is selected feedback from the twelve NSW
Catholic-school Aboriginal education advisors. It is in relation to what their AEWs are doing
to address these ten areas essential to improving Aboriginal educational outcomes. This
feedback was gathered at the NSW Catholic education Aboriginal advisory meeting on the
18th March 2011 as part of the minutes. Any comments that were duplicated have been
removed. Some Aboriginal English and terminology has not been removed as much is lost
in the translation.

1) Wellbeing
Assistance provided by Catholic-school AEWs in the area of student wellbeing falls
into the three broad areas of pastoral care, school environment, and parental/
community involvement in a student’s learning.

Firstly, pastoral care for Aboriginal students is provided in consultation with diocesan
Aboriginal advisors, AEWs, parents and school staff. In this area, AEWs take a
personal individual interest in each student. Because of their own life experiences
and community connection they are very attuned to the students, their issues, their
educational difficulties and in a lot of cases any emotional difficulties they may be
experiencing. Often it is literally just the presence of an Aboriginal face that boosts
the wellbeing of an Aboriginal student who may be a little low emotionally. Having an
AEW in a school to an Aboriginal student is like having an uncle or aunty in a school
that they can turn to in their time of need, either educationally or emotionally.

Secondly, in the area of school environment, AEWs keep teachers informed as to
any problems a student or their family may be experiencing. This allows the teacher
to be pro-active rather that re-active. This is particularly important in relation to the
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student and family experiencing Sorry Business (bereavement), which sadly, in
Aboriginal families and communities, is a frequent occurrence. They are also of great
assistance in classroom in interpreting the teacher’s instructions and often the
curriculum into a language more relevant to the Aboriginal students.

Thirdly, and most importantly, Aboriginal parents are the first educators of their
children so it is vital they are involved in a meaningful, consultative, consistent way in
their child’s education. This is one of the most important roles AEWs carry out, not
just on a school day basis, but after-hours and on weekends in the Catholic schools’
Aboriginal communities across NSW. Their unofficial roles in most cases outweigh
heavily those set out in their job descriptions. Often the partnerships between
Aboriginal communities and schools are disjointed, and in some cases non-existent.
This is evidenced by the need for the Federal Government to insert a mandatory
Aboriginal community partnership clause into the provider’s contracts for their latest
flagship to solve the Aboriginal Education “problem”, Focus Schools (Hanlen, 2005).
Further evidence is the succession of flawed programs developed by the Federal
Government, aimed at getting Aboriginal parents and communities engaged with
schools (Australian Education Union, 2007) also (see appendix 11A). Due to the
continual failure of these programs, AEWs are not only important; they are vital.
AEWs are the link between schools, students, parents and communities. In schools
they are the advocates for students, parents, and communities. In the communities
they are the advocates for schools and the value of education.

2) Attendance
In general, AEWs visit schools and pre-schools and regularly talk to principals and
school staff regarding attendance. They ring parents and follow-up any concerns
from classroom teachers/contact teacher. They also monitor students’ attendance on
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a daily basis in the schools that they work in. Schools that they are not based in are
reviewed at the end of each term.

AEWs are aware if there is an issue with attendance, and make it their business to
find out what the issues are and then support the student and family to address the
issues.

Some students tend to still go to school even when there are issues at home when they
know they have an AEW to talk to and know that the AEW will support them as much as
possible. This is because of the good relationships they have developed with the
Aboriginal students. Sometimes just the presence of an AEW in a school improves the
attendance of students as they have a part of their “family” in the school taking part in their
learning (Gibson, 2009).

3) Identity
Filling in the gaps in a student’s identity is a crucial role of AEWs which at times can be
very challenging for the student, the AEW and in some case the parents (Department of
Education Employment and Work Relations, 2011b; MacGill). It is however essential as a
strong identity greatly helps with student motivation to learn.

For many Aboriginal young people, the school becomes the critical factor in their
search for identity (Training, 2010). If they feel accepted and affirmed in their
schools, they will have a much stronger chance of developing a strong cultural
identity. If the school is just another area of pressure and stress, it is often dismissed
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as irrelevant and not worth continuing with (New South Wales Department of
Education and Training, 2005, p. 9).

In general, NSW Catholic-school AEWs assist students to know their mob and work
with schools to include an Aboriginal focus throughout the year, not just on special
days/dates. Awards evenings are used to showcase the achievements of Aboriginal
students. Community involvement in these events raises awareness of being proud
to be Aboriginal. The AEWs play a vital role in these awards nights. They are a
community presence who promote identity and give students a sense of who they are
and that they belong somewhere. They are often the key to a student wanting to find
out about whom they are and where they come from.

Sometimes the literal “black face” notion comes into play here, where the students can
identify with an AEW in a cultural way but in the school environment.

AEWs are responsible for keeping Aboriginal knowledge and culture on the school’s
agenda at all times and through this a strong Aboriginal student identity will follow
(Gibson, 2009).

4) Engagement
AEWs assist classroom teachers to include Aboriginal perspectives that make it
relevant for students. Aboriginal teachers and AEWs studying to be teachers support
Aboriginal students in the classroom with individual learning plans. AEWs often have
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a deeper understanding of how Indigenous students learn, and are able to make
learning more relevant and encourage students to achieve to the best of their ability.

Some AEWs are used for crowd control, but also they are using a very traditional
form of discipline that is culturally respected by the students. AEWs usually know the
students’ families and have a strong link with the community, and this flows into the
classrooms and gives students the capacity to engage in their learning through the
support of the AEW, who makes it a less demanding process (Gibson, 2009).

5) Retention
In the area of retention, AEWs in some dioceses work with schools to develop
pathways for students to University. They are a vital part of residential leadership
workshops that are held for students in Years 6–12 each year. They are also heavily
involved in many dioceses in developing and running various retention, career and
gifted and talented camps. Tutoring is provided for students at a dedicated
Indigenous education unit at no cost to families. They also work in schools to
encourage and support students to stay at school through various programs e.g. the
lighthouse mentoring program (Parramatta, 2011). AEWs support the students with
direction in educational choices and are role models who support and value
education and give positive messages to students that education is important. They
give relevance to the need for a good education and have direct links to universities,
scholarships, TAFE Colleges and various career choices.

Maintenance is more the issue in some schools with high Aboriginal populations,
where the AEWs play a pivotal role in sustaining students to finish school. One
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diocese has no secondary schools but their primary schools still face retention issues
due to poor attendance, therefore AEWs have to work hard to maintain enrolments
(Gibson, 2009).

As the State coordinator of Aboriginal education for the NSW Catholic Education
Commission I am personally involved with three outstanding retention initiatives. AEWS
have and continue to be involved in the development and running of these three initiatives,
as well as being facilitators, mentors, role models and unofficial Uncles and Aunties to all
the children involved . They are also very involved in engaging the community in relation to
these initiatives.


Wii Gaay (Clever Child) in the Armidale Diocese (Dare to Lead, 2008)



Lismore Diocese Annual Careers Camps



Parramatta Diocese Awards Nights (Achenbach, 1991).

6) Parental involvement
AEWs in some dioceses implement various literacy programs at home with the
parents such as, Pause, Prompt and Praise, and Bridging the Gap early Literacy
Program (Freeman, 2009). There are also in some instances community liaison staff
that assist families to liaise with the schools and various community organisations.

All Catholic dioceses have Aboriginal Education Advisory committees, of which
parents and AEWs are core members.
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AEWs make phone calls to parents/carers, write newsletters/flyers for parents/
carers, and organise Aboriginal education parent information sessions. In some
instances they make home visits to talk with parents/carers. AEWs often organise
morning teas with the staff and parents/carers, and meet with parents/classroom
teachers to discuss students’ learning needs. They also consult Indigenous parents
about any new programs that involve their children, and in some instances a DVD is
put together and sent home for the parents/carers. AEWs inform parents about what
is happening at the school, encourage them to be involved, although not always
successfully, and attend meetings with other agencies with parents (Gibson, 2009).

The Parramatta Diocese annual Aboriginal awards night started out eight years ago
with the attendance of about 20 parents. This night has got so big that two venues
have to be used, with about 100 parents and families attending each

7) Supportive school environment
Within schools, AEWs advocate for Aboriginal students as well as making staff more
culturally aware, which helps create a supportive environment for Aboriginal students
(Mandela, n.d.). They are the significant other that Aboriginal students can turn to in time
of need (Mandela, n.d.). As someone who has long experience in both public and private
education sectors, I have often found that in time of need students of all different
nationalities and circumstances will often gravitate to AEWs for comfort (Carmy, 2011).

8) Supportive home environment
AEWs engage with Aboriginal parents to ensure Aboriginal students are supported in their
learning at home (Allard & Sanderson, 2002). As literacy and numeracy can at times also
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be an issue for some Aboriginal parents, AEWs also often assist parents to be able to
better assist their child with their learning (Freeman, 2009). A number of dioceses run
literacy and numeracy programs that involve students taking home literacy and numeracy
games that parents play with the children.

9) Relevant curriculum
AEWs in classrooms often act as virtual interpreters, converting what a teacher has said
into a more relevant form for Aboriginal students (MacGill). They are also often involved,
both in the classroom and the school, in adding an Aboriginal perspective across the
curriculum (Ashby, 2011; MacGill).

10) Motivation
AEWs, by supporting the students and their families, bring relevance to the Aboriginal
students’ learning, providing constant encouragement to them, constantly reinforce student
motivation (Michael Winkler, 2006). They are also, in general, great role models. Just their
presence in a classroom motivates some Aboriginal students. The AEWs, with their own
enthusiasm for education and the positive role modelling they present, are also a great
motivation for “all” students (Mandela, n.d.).

While it is hard to prove cause and effect in relation to these educational outcomes, what
the NSW Catholic Aboriginal Advisors have outlined as to how their AEWS contribute to
the previously outlined ten essential areas, further adds to a very strong circumstantial
case, that AEWs do contribute in a significant way to improving Aboriginal educational
outcomes.
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Conclusion

This research investigated the question, “Do Aboriginal Education Workers (AEWs)
contribute to improving Aboriginal educational outcomes?” It examined the question
using a number of research methodologies. These were quantitative in the form of ten
Likert questions and five qualitative questions. All fifteen questions were contained in the
same survey instrument.

I chose the research question for four reasons. Firstly, I wanted to demonstrate in the
bigger picture of a whole school with a number of Aboriginal students, that having a
skilled AEW in a school is as valuable and as important as having an Aboriginal teacher
in a school. Secondly, although AEWs have been in classrooms since 1974 there has
been no research to find out if they have had any impact on improving Aboriginal
educational outcomes. Thirdly, AEWs’ positions are very insecure because in the main
they have always been dependent on annual targeted Aboriginal funding. Fourthly, all
the positives I have witnessed in schools with AEWs, and what I have heard from
students, parents, school staff and in many forums both state and national, has given me
a firm conviction that AEWs play an important role in improving Aboriginal educational
outcomes.

These are the conversations that are at the heart of this thesis. These conversations and
supporting correlations clearly demonstrate that AEWs contribute not only to improving
Aboriginal educational outcomes but, just as importantly, social outcomes. The very strong
message that comes from all respondents is we must never lose sight of the fact that the
children must always be at the centre of what AEWs do.
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As highlighted in chapter 1, perceptions play a huge role in our lives, as they are how
we view the world and other people. More importantly they determine how we
interact with others and decisions we make (Cherry, 2011; Sherman, 2001). If these
groups have positive perceptions of the AEW, and AEWs have positive perceptions
of themselves, it will lead to positive relationships, which will in turn lead to positive
educational outcomes.

As the results of this study showed, AEWs, parents, principals, teachers, other
stakeholders and most importantly the students have strong perceptions that AEWs
play an important role in helping to improve Aboriginal educational and social
outcomes.

For questions 1 to 6 there is an aggregated, average 91% agreement rate for all
respondents that:
1. They would prefer to have an AEW.
2. AEWs help students enjoy learning.
3. AEWs help Aboriginal student’s complete school.
4. AEWs help with the motivation, self-esteem and aspirations of Aboriginal
students.
5. 91% of all respondents believe their school values Aboriginal culture.
6. AEWs help reinforce Aboriginal students’ identities.

For questions 7 to 10 there is a significant reduction in the agreement rates of
between 20% and 25%. However, there are positive signs in that only between 1%
and 7% disagree with the rest still to be convinced as to whether:
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An AEW assists with attendance.



The students work better with an AEW in class.



An AEW assists Aboriginal students to complete school.



Removing AEWs from schools would affect outcomes.

The following are the results of the data in relation to the themes of supporting
culture and identity, learning and educational outcomes.

Under the theme of supporting culture and identity, on average 94% are in
agreement, 4% are undecided and 2% disagree.

Under the theme of learning, on average 84% agree, 12% are undecided and 4%
disagree.

Under the theme of educational outcomes, on average 85% agree, 10% are
undecided and 5% disagree.

The two most significant points in relation to the data results in relation to these three
themes are the high agreement rate and low disagreement rate.

The next section looks at the results of the five qualitative questions.
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Questions 1 and 3 which were designed to elicit from respondents their knowledge
regarding AEWS.
Q1 What role do Aboriginal Education Workers play in assisting Aboriginal students with
their learning?

Q3 How do Aboriginal Education Workers involve the Aboriginal community in the schools
where they assist students?

The respondents’ replies indicate they all have a good level of knowledge as to what
AEWs do both officially and unofficially in their roles, although a small proportion are
not sure.

Questions 2, 4 and 5 were designed to see what areas of improvement respondents
believed AEWs needed to undertake.

Q2 What could Aboriginal Education Workers do better to assist individual Aboriginal
students with their learning?
Q4 How can Aboriginal Education Workers best assist you with the learning of Aboriginal
students?
Q5 Are there any suggestions you would like to make that may assist all Aboriginal
Education Workers to better support Aboriginal students in completing school?

Responses from all respondents were:


More individual help and small group work in class.
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Continuous PD.



Be better skilled in the areas of literacy and numeracy.



Make sure they attend staff meetings and become part of everything that
happens rather than just Aboriginal education.



Constantly emphasise the importance of education.



Work to make schools an extension of family.



Be better skilled at involving parents in all decision-making.



Make sure they don’t just talk about the importance of attendance and
punctuality but practise it themselves.



Be better skilled at bringing Aboriginal culture into schools and helping to
make all staff culturally aware.



Be better skilled at advocating not only for Aboriginal students but also
themselves.



Be better skilled at challenging students.



Be better skilled at keeping students on track.



Be better skilled at teaching students more about their culture and identity.



Be better skilled at adding an Aboriginal perspective to the learning.



Be better skilled at keeping parents informed on student performance and
difficulties.

Recommendations
The following three additional research questions arose during the course of this research
project:
1. Does having an AEW on staff influence enrolments?
2. Are more Aboriginal students identifying because of AEWs?
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3. Should an AEW be Aboriginal?

These three questions may add further evidence or correlations to the question of whether
AEWs contribute to improving Aboriginal education outcomes. Even though the evidence
is anecdotal, it comes from those at the coalface who work in or with schools in one form
or another on a regular basis.

1. Does having an AEW on staff influence enrolments?
As demonstrated by table 28, since the introduction of AEWs to NSW Catholic schools,
both the enrolment rate and their percentage of the school population has grown at faster
rate than prior to the introduction of AEWs.
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NSW Catholic Schools Aboriginal Enrolments as a Percentage of All Enrolments
1985-2010 and AEW Employment Numbers 1985-2010 (Andrew Forbes, 2010)
Table 28
Year

All Students

Aboriginal Aboriginal students as a AEW Nos
Students

% of school population

1985

173,843

921

0.5%

Not known

1986

176,319

876

0.5%

Not known

1987

177,563

830

0.5%

Not known

1988

178,462

818

0.5%

Not known

1989

178,702

745

0.4%

Not known

1990

179,557

748

0.4%

Not known

1991

180,184

956

0.5%

Not known

1992

180,425

1,046

0.6%

Not known

1993

180,167

1,153

0.6%

Not known

1994

179,580

1,248

0.7%

Not known

1995

180,674

1,410

0.8%

10

1996

181,233

1,537

0.8%

12

1997

182,384

1,708

0.9%

28

1998

184,491

1845

1.0%

40

1999

186,781

1956

1.0%

50

2000

191,650

2223

1.2%

64

2001

195,500

2,356

1.2%

96

2002

197,104

2,508

1.3%

96

2003

198,675

2,631

1.3%

123

2004

201,323

2,858

1.4%

134

2005

202,273

3,128

1.5%

130
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2006

202,426

3,273

1.6%

141

2007

202,474

3,543

1.7%

147

2008

202,101

3,769

1.9%

148

2009

202,517

4,116

2.0%

148

2010

204,155

4,414

2.2%

148

As demonstrated by table 28, there has been a steady increase of Aboriginal enrolments
since AEWs were introduced in 1995. This coincides with the introduction of a significant
level of AEWs that continues to grow, along with Aboriginal enrolment numbers. These
correlations and qualitative responses bear further investigation (see appendix 19A).

2. Are more Aboriginal students identifying because of AEWs?
As the State Coordinator of Aboriginal Education for NSW over the last ten years I have
been charged with completing NSW CEC’s Educational accountability report to DEEWR,
the funding body. The reason I have raised this question is that quite often our actual
Aboriginal enrolments don’t match up with the number already enrolled plus new
Aboriginal enrolments. For example, 100 enrolled plus 50 new enrolments should equal
150. Sometimes that figure is higher because of students already enrolled choosing to
identify.

Anecdotally it would appear to be that a proportion of these enrolments are students who
were already enrolled, identifying, because of the more culturally-inclusive environment
AEWs help to create. It would also appear that it tends to be more when students are in
transition to high school and parents are seeking assistance with the higher costs of
secondary schools, and when seeking scholarships (Penfold, 2010). Some Aboriginal
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people have concerns about people waiting till the transition to high school to identify.
They feel in a lot of cases people are only choosing to identify when it is of benefit to them
(see appendix 20A).

The next section looks at an issue that is very important to Aboriginal people for a number
of reasons. It is also an issue that can have an impact on a school’s Aboriginal enrolments.

3. Should an AEW be Aboriginal?
Over the last twenty years I have spent a lot of time in both Catholic and public schools’
Aboriginal communities. I have also spent the same amount of time working with the
Aboriginal staff of these school communities. Asking either Aboriginal communities or
Aboriginal school staff whether an AEW should be Aboriginal will lead to a heated debate
with all of them.

Firstly, it is because Aboriginal people have a very strong view that any employment
generated in schools by Aboriginal funding should go to an Aboriginal person. They don’t
just mean in an employment sense but in the belief that an Aboriginal person brings to the
job their Aboriginality and the cultural aspects of that identity (see appendix 22A).

Secondly, it is because in most cases Aboriginal communities by any standard have very
low employment levels (Statistics, 2011b).
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Some schools however do not agree that an AEW ‘must’ be Aboriginal. In my twelve years
in my position the two questions I am most often asked by school staff are: First, “in the
guidelines for Aboriginal funding is it a mandatory requirement to hire an Aboriginal
person”? Until the removal of the targeted status of Aboriginal funding in 2009, I could say
yes it was mandatory (E. a. W. R. Department of Education, 2005; Robinson, 2010).
However after a long negotiation period Federal Aboriginal Education funding was kept as
an internal funding allocation method by the NSW CEC. How the funding is utilised is
strictly a diocesan decision and Aboriginal employment is not mandatory but based on
goodwill (S. B. Kerr, 2009). The second most-asked question by school staff is, X number
of Aboriginal students have enrolled, how much Aboriginal funding are we entitled to”?

Based on the literature review of this thesis, the results of the survey instrument used for
this research and the feedback on other issues that arose during the course of this
research, I make the following recommendations for further research:

1. Case studies be conducted in both NSW Department of Education and
Communities and Catholic-Independent Schools, on the effectiveness of AEWs.
This needs to be pre- and post-AEWs in those schools.
2. A national longitudinal study be conducted in all schools that have AEWs. This
needs to be pre- and post-AEWs in those schools. AEWs are a modern
phenomenon, first appearing in schools in 1974, and in addition are a miniscule
employment category, so this study is achievable.
3. A research study be conducted to see how AEWs can add value to readiness for
school.
4. A research study be conducted to see how AEWs can add value to the
progression of Aboriginal students to university courses and careers.
5. A research study be conducted on the different skill sets required for AEWs
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working in primary schools, secondary schools and boarding schools.
6. A research study be conducted to bring under one umbrella the many titles, role
descriptions and unofficial community roles of AEWs so they can get the
recognition, pay and conditions they so richly deserve.

I strongly believe that all contained in this thesis clearly demonstrates that AEWs are
the unrecognised jewels in the crown of Aboriginal education.
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Epilogue
A teacher upsets Aboriginal students by saying Aboriginal parents don't insist that their
kids go to school.
An Aboriginal student is painfully self-conscious about not knowing her cultural story.
An Aboriginal boy does not want to be the one always asked by a teacher to explain what
it means "to be Indigenous" and to give the school's Acknowledgment of Country.
An Aboriginal student is painfully self-conscious about not knowing her cultural story.
The Aboriginal students want to do something special to celebrate their culture and show
the school who they are.
The school librarian wants advice on the purchase of Indigenous themed readers.
Sorry Day is approaching and no appropriate school assembly has been arranged. An
Aboriginal child has a sudden drop in school attendance.
The behavioural issues of another Aboriginal child need investigation, with possible links to
a negative change in the home environment.
The school has to report on what it is doing to improve Aboriginal outcomes.
An Aboriginal funding submission has to be filled out.
Teachers and parents are interested in learning about the story of the local Aboriginal
community.
A teacher wishes to engage with the local Aboriginal community.
What's the difference between a Welcome to Country and Acknowledgement of Country,
and who should do which?
A teacher wishes to broaden their knowledge of appropriate and inappropriate language in
relation to Aboriginal students and community.
Your school is being asked to explain why the Yr. 5 Aboriginal students NAPLAN results
have dropped since they sat the test in Yr. 3.
You have an Aboriginal parent who wishes to enrol their child but is unable to pay the fees.
A young Aboriginal boy has an altercation with another student but refuses to explain why.
Your school’s retention of Aboriginal students is low.
Some of your Aboriginal students need some additional classroom assistance.
A teacher needs direction in adding an Aboriginal perspective to their lessons.
An Aboriginal student becomes ill and you can’t locate the parents.
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An Aboriginal student, because of financial circumstance, has no lunch.
You need someone to negotiate with local Aboriginal organisations.
You need someone to help you advocate to government agencies on Aboriginal issues.
A young Aboriginal boy, who is normally well behaved, is starting to act out and refuses to
talk about it.
Taking the words from the 1980’s movie
Who you gonna call?

In many schools the answer to each question is the
Aboriginal Education Worker
Their reward for all this?
•

Under paid.

•

Under appreciated.

•

Little recognition.

•

Many additional duties that are not in the role description.

•

Job insecurity.

•

Low expectations of school staff.

•

Racism.

•

Stereotyped by staff.

•

In some cases considered a tall poppy by their own community.

Why do they do it?
For The Kids,
Their families and their Communities
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ACRONYMS
ABS

Australian Bureau of Statistics

AEW

Aboriginal Education Worker

ABSTUDY

Aboriginal Study Grants Scheme

AEDAP

Aboriginal Education Direct Assistance Program

ADHD

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

AEP

Aboriginal Education Policy

AESIP

Aboriginal Education Strategic Initiatives Program

AEU

Australian Education Union

APB

Aboriginal Protection Board

ASSPA

Aboriginal Student Support and Parent Awareness (Program)

ATAS

Aboriginal Tutorial Assistance Scheme

BER

Building the Education Revolution

BST

Basic Skills Test

CEC

Catholic Education Commission

CES

Commonwealth Employment Service

COAG

Council of Australian Governments

DE

Department of Education Western Australia

DEC

NSW Department of Education and Communities

DEETYA

Department of Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs
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DEEWR

Department of Education, Employment and Work Relations

DET

Department of Education and Training

DEST

Department of Education, Science and Training

FAHCSIA

Department

of

Families,

Housing,

Community

Services

and

Indigenous Affairs
HSC

Higher School Certificate

IEDA

Indigenous Education Direct Assistance (Program)

IESIP

Indigenous Education Strategic Initiatives Program

KLA

Key Learning Area

LSO

Learning Support Officer

NAPLAN

National Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy

NAWU

National Australian Workers Union

NSW

New South Wales

NSW CEC

NSW Catholic Education Commission

PACE

Parent and Community Engagement (Program)

PD

Personal Development

PLP

Personal Learning Plan

PSPI

Parent School Partnership Initiative

SC

School Certificate

TAFE

Technical and Further Education
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UTS

University of Technology Sydney

VET

Vocational Education and Training

WA

Western Australia
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